From Rt. Hon. Dame Margaret M. Beckett DBE, MP for Derby South
1 Parliament Street, House of Commons, London SW1A2NE
020 7219 5135 PA/Sec. 020 7219 2088 PA/Res. Fax: 020 7219 4780

Mr Gurpal Singh,
Director of Operations,
National Sikh Heritage Centre and Holocaust Museum,
Princes Street,
Derby, DE23 8NT.

NB/15

11th March

2015

Dear Gurpal,
As requested, I enclose a copy of a transcript of the interview that I gave on Satvinder
Rana's programme for BBC Radio Derby about the possibility of a British Sikh
regiment for the Museum.
I hope this is helpful.
Yours sincerely,

RT HON DAME MARGARET M BECKETT MP

From Rt. Hon. Dame Margaret M Beckett, MP for Derby South
1 Parliament Street, House of Commons, London SWIA 2NE

TRANSCRIPT OF INTERVIEW GIVEN BY MARGARET BECKETT MP TO
SATVINDER RANA ON SUNDAY 1ST MARCH 2015 REGARDING A
BRITISH SIKH REGIMENT.

SR: Why do you think a separate regiment for Sikhs is necessary?
MB: Well, this is something that we discussed first quite some years ago. I think it
was when we first had the opening of the Sikh museum here, and obviously one of
the features of that is the proud history of the Sikh community in terms of their
relationship and links with the British army and at that time, I think we had people
then from the armed forces coming to see what was happening, and being very
helpful and cooperative with material for the museum and it first began to come up
then.
It is clearly something that many people in the Sikh community, as I understand it,
would welcome and I think from across the country, not just in Derby, we are now
getting that reaction. There is a tremendous amount of (some people may
remember the exhibitions that we had in the Marketplace not so very long ago) there
is a tremendous heritage of courage, and conviction and people getting Victoria
Crosses and things, in the Sikh community on which we could build.

SR: It's one thing encouraging Sikhs to apply to become soldiers in the armed
forces, but to have a separate regiment ... wouldn't it be better to have Sikh soldiers
included in the regiments that already exist?
MB: Well, there are, of course, Sikhs now in the regiments that exist. But let's take
the example of the Gurkhas; they also are a particular community that have a proud
history and where people regard it as a strength that they are able to be a cohesive
unit, so I don't think anybody is saying that Sikhs will only go to such a regiment if
one were started; it would depend on what they wanted, they are individuals, and
how the army approached it, but it is something that has always seemed to me to be
something which could potentially be worthwhile, and I also have the impression,
, and I understand that that is now more or less being said officially, that many people
in the armed forces think this is quite a good idea.

SR: How do you see a Sikh regiment operating in your mind, would it be just people
from the Sikh faith who would be able to join or would it be open to anybody?
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MB: Well, that's obviously the kind of issue that would have to be thrashed out but
my impression would be that yes it would be mostly people who are Sikhs with

whatever degree of involvement they would wish to have and if, from the beginning
when I first heard about this idea, it was coming from the Sikh community, and if
that remains the case, as I understand it does, that it seems to me, is something that
we would be neglecting an opportunity not to pursue it, and there has been some
talk, I think, of there being maybe a reserve unit, and if that is a good way to start,
well why not.
SR: The army is the starting point for this - do you see this transcending into other
areas where people will say well actually we want to have a Sikh unit in the police
force and other services?

MB: I haven't thought about the police force, again that's something that people
would discuss, but I mean, for example, in say the navy, you've got a unit, the unit is
the ship and the ship's company, so it would be different. But in the army where the
whole tradition is of different regiments and different groups, we've got the Welsh
guards, the Irish guards, the Scots guards; we've got as I say Gurkhas; it is the part of
the tradition of having an overall army that there are units within it.
SR: The whole proposal to have a Sikh regiment doesn't really rest with a lot of
people I have been speaking to and they are wondering what is the underlying
thinking of the British government in putting this proposal forward?

MB: One of the things I am not clear about is who are the people who have
reservations. If they are people in the Sikh community, fine no doubt they will be
thrashed out in the Sikh community. But my guess is, I haven't spoken to individual
Government Ministers about it, but for quite some time now, there has been a
general view that it would be good to have more people from various ethnic
minorities in the armed forces, or indeed, as you say, in the police, and that's
probably one of the things that has brought back to the forefront an initiative which,
as I say, from my point of view I have always understood was always discussed first
and primarily within the Sikh community itself.

SR: What about some of the other religions: why not have a Muslim regiment, a
Hindu regiment and even a Jewish regiment?
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MB: Well obviously these are things that people from those communities would
want to discuss if that's how they felt. I think there is a particular martial tradition
among Sikhs and a martial tradition that's associated with the British army that
makes that something people think of earlier, but I know that there are initiatives
and attempts to recruit, as you say, Muslims and others to the armed forces and that
is fine. I repeat what I said earlier on, I don't think anybody is saying if such a unit
got off the ground, whether as a regiment or reserve unit, nobody is saying that any
Sikh who wished to join the army, would only join that unit, it would depend on what
people wanted.
SR: Is this proposal likely to come to fruition?

MB: Very hard to tell. It all depends on how serious the Government
being looked, as I understand it, at by the Chief of the General Staff.
for quite a long time has been that within the armed forces there are
might find this an attractive idea, so it will depend then whether the
the day, whoever that government may be, gives it a fair wind.
SR: Margaret, thank you very much for speaking to us.

ENDS
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