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TO: New Jersey Incarceration Facilities

FROM: Council on American-Islamic Relations — New Jersey (CAIR-NJ)

RE: Religious Accommodations for Muslim Incarcerated Persons for Ramadan 2026
DATE: February 5, 2026

Dear Wardens, Directors, and Sheriffs:

Each year, CAIR-NJ works with correctional facilities across New Jersey to support the religious
rights of incarcerated Muslims, including by providing educational resources and religious
materials to chaplaincy departments and chapel libraries. We appreciate the cooperation and
professionalism many New Jersey facilities demonstrate in this area. At the same time, CAIR-NJ
continues to receive a significant number of grievances and complaints alleging violations of
Muslim inmates’ religious rights, particularly during the Holy Month of Ramadan.

This memorandum is intended to serve as a proactive advisory to assist facilities in planning for
Ramadan 2026, which is expected to begin on or around the evening of February 18, 2026, and
conclude on or around March 19, 2026, depending on the sighting of the moon. Early preparation
is critical to ensuring compliance with constitutional, statutory, and state-law obligations, and to
avoiding unnecessary grievances and litigation.

1. Overview of Ramadan Observance

Ramadan is the ninth month of the Islamic lunar calendar and is one of the Five Pillars of Islam.
During Ramadan, observant Muslims abstain from all food, drink, and oral medication from
dawn (fajr) until sunset (maghrib) each day. The month is also marked by increased prayer,
nightly worship services (taraweeh), Qur’an recitation, and charitable acts.

Importantly, fasting begins at dawn, not sunrise. Dawn occurs earlier than sunrise and shifts
slightly earlier each day throughout Ramadan. Facilities should account for this when scheduling
meals and medication distribution. Accurate daily prayer and fasting times can be calculated by
location using widely relied-upon tools such as https://www.islamicfinder.org/ramadan/.

I1. Legal Obligations

Correctional facilities have a legal duty to accommodate the sincerely held religious practices of
individuals in their custody. These obligations arise under, among other authorities:

e The First Amendment to the United States Constitution (Free Exercise Clause);

e The Religious Land Use and Institutionalized Persons Act (RLUIPA), 42 U.S.C. §
2000cc-1;

e Parallel protections under the New Jersey Constitution and state law.

Courts have repeatedly held that incarcerated individuals do not forfeit their religious rights, and
that substantial burdens on religious exercise are unlawful absent a compelling governmental
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interest pursued through the least restrictive means. Failures to properly accommodate Ramadan
observance—such as missed meals, inadequate nutrition, improper deadlines, or denial of
prayer—have resulted in findings of liability, injunctive relief, damages, and attorneys’ fees.

III. Ramadan Meal Accommodations
A. Meal Timing
Facilities must provide two daily meals to fasting Muslim inmates:

e Suhoor (pre-dawn meal), provided early enough to be completed before dawn; and
e [ftar (post-sunset meal), provided promptly at sunset.

Meals that are delivered too late, particularly suhoor meals provided after dawn, can result in
inmates missing meals altogether and may constitute a violation of federal law. Because dawn
and sunset times change daily and vary by location, facilities should plan for flexible scheduling
throughout the month.

B. Universal Access to Ramadan Meals

Facilities are legally required to accommodate all incarcerated individuals who request Ramadan
meal service, based solely on their representation of sincerely held religious belief.

Artificial or rigid sign-up deadlines are not lawful if they result in the exclusion of individuals
who request accommodation after a deadline has passed. In particular:

e Individuals may convert to Islam shortly before or during Ramadan;

e Individuals’ religious commitments may deepen during the month; and

e Facilities must be prepared to accommodate late requests absent a compelling, well-
documented administrative necessity.

Facilities may maintain a sign-up process, but must ensure it is flexible, well-communicated, and
does not result in unlawful denials of religious accommodation.

C. Nutritional Adequacy

Ramadan meals must be the nutritional equivalent of regular daily meal service. The combined
suhoor and iftar meals must meet applicable caloric and nutritional standards. In practice, this
often requires double portions or otherwise consolidated meals to compensate for missed
daytime meals.

Facilities must also make reasonable accommodations for inmates on medical or therapeutic
diets, including but not limited to gluten-free, diabetic, or other medically prescribed diets, so
that such inmates can observe Ramadan safely and in accordance with both medical guidance
and religious belief.
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IV. Medication Scheduling

For fasting inmates, facilities should reschedule the distribution of medications to occur outside
fasting hours (before dawn or after sunset), where doing so does not pose a medical risk. This
modest adjustment is often essential to ensuring that inmates can both comply with prescribed
treatment and observe Ramadan.

V. Prayer and Religious Services
A. Daily and Congregational Prayer

Muslims are required to perform five daily prayers at specific times throughout the day. During
Ramadan, the importance of congregational prayer is heightened. Facilities must allow inmates
reasonable opportunities to perform these prayers, either individually or congregationally,
consistent with security needs.

Facilities should also accommodate:

e Jumu’ah (Friday congregational prayer), which must be performed in congregation and
includes a sermon; and

e Taraweeh, the nightly Ramadan prayer performed after the evening prayer.

Where in-person congregational prayer presents logistical or security challenges, facilities should
consider less restrictive alternatives, such as supervised gatherings, staggered services, or closed-
circuit broadcasting of services.

B. Religious Materials

Facilities should permit Muslim inmates to possess and access essential religious items,
including Qur’ans (Arabic and English), prayer rugs, and prayer garments. Muslim women
should be permitted to wear headscarves during prayer regardless of whether they cover outside
of prayer.

Community donations of religious items—such as dates, which are traditionally used to break the
fast—should be accepted and distributed when feasible, subject to reasonable security screening.

V1. Health Considerations

Islam exempts individuals from fasting when fasting would cause harm, including due to illness,
pregnancy, or other medical conditions. Whether to fast is a personal religious determination.
Facilities should defer to inmates’ sincerely held beliefs and allow individuals to start or stop
fasting as health conditions change, without penalty or exclusion from other religious services.
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VII. Conclusion and Coordination

Ramadan is of limited duration, and accommodations that are delayed are often accommodations
denied. CAIR-NJ strongly encourages facilities to plan in advance, coordinate across
departments, and clearly communicate Ramadan-related procedures to staff and incarcerated
individuals well before the start of the month.

CAIR-NI is available to provide technical assistance, training resources, and consultation as
needed. We also request that facilities designate a staff point of contact for Ramadan
accommodations and share that information with our office so that concerns can be addressed
efficiently and collaboratively.

Please feel free to contact CAIR-NJ at (908) 668-5900 or info(@nj.cair.com with any questions.
Thank you for your attention to this important matter and for your continued efforts to respect
the religious rights of those in your custody.

Sincerely,

Selaedin Maksut
Executive Director
Council on American-Islamic Relations — New Jersey
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