VOLUME 40
NUMBER 6
November/December 2011
$5

CHICAGOREPORTER.COM

2 THE CHICAGO REPORTER |

November/December 2011

INSIDE November/December

Founded in 1972, the Reporter is an
investigative bimonthly that identifies,
analyzes and reports on the social, economic and political issues of metropolitan
Chicago with a focus on race and poverty.
It is supported by grants and contracts
from the John D. and Catherine T.
MacArthur Foundation, Ford Foundation,
McCormick Foundation, Richard H.
Driehaus Foundation, Challenge Fund
for Journalism, Woods Fund of Chicago,
The Chicago Community Trust, The Field
Foundation of Illinois, One Economy
Corporation, Lloyd A. Fry Foundation,
Chicago Tribune Foundation, The Fund
for Investigative Journalism, Inc., and by
subscriptions and individual contributions.

332 S. Michigan Ave., Suite 500
Chicago, Illinois 60604
(312) 427-4830 Fax: (312) 427-6130
editor@chicagoreporter.com

www.chicagoreporter.com
FOUNDER
John A. McDermott
PUBLISHER
Alden K. Loury
EDITOR
Kimbriell Kelly
MANAGING EDITOR
Rui Kaneya
PRESENTATION EDITOR
Christine Wachter
REPORTERS
Angela Caputo
María Inés Zamudio
BLOGGER/REPORTERS
Megan Cottrell
Steven Ross Johnson
Micah Maidenberg
COPY EDITOR
James Tehrani
INTERNS
Emily Gowing
Crystal Vance Guerra
Sachiko Yoshitsugu
EDITORS & PUBLISHERS EMERITI
Alysia Tate
Laura S. Washington
Roy Larson
THE REPORTER READERS BUREAU
Hiranmayi Bhatt
Terri Johnson
Barbara Bolsen
Keith Kelleher
Kristen Cox
David Mussatt
Matthew
Nicol Turner-Lee
Hendrickson
Bob Yovovich
Bob Honesty
Rev. Calvin S. Morris, executive director
ISSN 0300-6921.
© 2011 Community Renewal Society.

Leticia Morua, who was placed into deportation proceedings after she was pulled over for driving
without a working headlight, says she prays with her three children every day, hoping to stay in the
country. Photo by Joe Gallo.
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In the next issue
In its January/February 2012
issue, The Chicago Reporter
will investigate the quality of
family housing run by private
landlords who receive public
subsidies.

Got a news tip?
The Chicago Reporter brings
injustice to the forefront in the
areas of criminal justice, labor,
housing, health, immigration
and government. If you have
a tip, call (312) 427-4830
x4040 or email editor@
chicagoreporter.com.
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PUBLISHER’S NOTE Reporter News

Saying goodbye after 12 years
It is with a heavy heart
that I offer my farewell to
The Chicago Reporter. After 12
years with the Reporter, having served as a reporter, then
senior editor, and finally editor and publisher, I am leaving this esteemed news organization to become a senior
investigator with the Better
Government Association.
It has been a true honor to
have served as the Reporter’s
leader for nearly four years.
I feel privileged to have held
the publisher title. But I could
no longer resist the lure of
my true passion: the day-today work of investigative and
computer-assisted reporting
in the public’s interest.
It has been a fun and
fulfilling 12 years. When I
started at the Reporter in
September 1999, I planned
to spend a couple of years at
the publication before moving on to my next journalism
job. But I fell in love with the
place, the work, the people,
the mission and the potential
of the magazine.
It was at a community
meeting in Englewood in January 2000 where I first got a
chance to see the impact of
the Reporter’s work. Barack
Obama, Bobby Rush and Donne Trotter were in attendance,
along with 60 Englewood res-

Alden K. Loury, Publisher
Opinions expressed by the
publisher are his own.
We welcome letters. Send them
to kkelly@chicagoreporter.com
or 332 S. Michigan Ave., Suite
500, Chicago, IL, 60604. Please
include name, address and a daytime phone number. Letters may
be edited for space and clarity.
idents, all to hear about the
Reporter’s special report on
Englewood and its policing
and mental health needs.
In the days since then, I
have been humbled by the
power of investigative journalism with a focus on race
and poverty. I’ve seen our
work do many things:
 Compel state lawmakers to change the ways juveniles are automatically transferred to adult court;

Reporter News
The Chicago Reporter has joined a
new advertising network of 15 local
websites supported by a $50,000
startup grant from The Chicago Community Trust. The Chicago Independent Ad Network will help independent
news outlets become more sustainable
through advertising income.
The network, which amasses a
combined total of 1.1 million impressions each month, also includes our
sister publication, Catalyst Chicago, as
well as the Beachwood Reporter, Center
Square Journal, Chicago News Cooperative, Community Media Workshop,
Edgeville Buzz, Evanston Now, Gapers
Block, Local Tourist, Mindful Metropolis,

 Persuade the Illinois
Attorney General’s Office
to sue two major mortgage
lenders for discriminatory
lending practices and spark
an $8.7 billion settlement to
restructure 400,000 home
loans nationwide;
 Frustrate the Illinois
State Police to comply with
more than 1,500 previously
ignored court orders to expunge or seal criminal records
of ex-offenders desperately
seeking work and new lives;
 Urge one state representative to seek an extension
of Illinois’ traffic stop study
due to disproportionate traffic stops and vehicle searches
of black and Latino drivers;
 Persuade the Chicago
Police Department to bolster
policing of public housing
developments slated for demolition;
 Illuminate the needs
of nearly 90,000 children
with incarcerated parents in
Illinois;
 And energize one state
senator in her successful efforts to win mandatory minimum staffing levels at Illinois
nursing homes, particularly
overcrowded and understaffed majority-black nursing homes.
During my time here, I’ve
been offered opportunities

Neighborhood Parents Network, Reel
Chicago, Roscoe View Journal and
Windy Citizen.
The network launches Nov. 1. To
advertise with the network, contact
Kathy Chapman at (773) 966-2720 or
kathy@chicagoindyads.com.
The Field Foundation has contracted with the Reporter for $15,000
to produce “The Community Violence
Project,” a yearlong series about violence and the community organizations
working to prevent it. The Reporter
will produce profiles of anti-violence
organizations examining their approach
to address community violence. In
addition, the Reporter plans to provide
more in-depth coverage of Chicago
homicides.

to learn and perfect new
skills and to challenge and
stretch myself as a leader
and social commentator. I
am eternally grateful for all
that the Community Renewal
Society and the Reporter have
provided me.
I leave on good terms, and
I plan to be a lifelong supporter of the Reporter and
frequent contributor. After
all, I’m a big fan. The Reporter’s team is top notch. Angela
Caputo, Maria Zamudio, Megan Cottrell, Micah Maidenberg and Stephen Ross Johnson are smart and tenacious
reporters; Christine Wachter
is a creative graphic artist
and skilled visual editor; Rui
Kaneya is a solid newsman
and shrewd editor; and Kimbriell Kelly is an experienced
investigative journalist, a dynamic leader and a rising star
in the Chicago journalism
scene. I am confident that, as
editor and interim publisher,
she will take the Reporter to
the next level.
Thank you for reading and
supporting our work. I firmly
believe that the Reporter is
still needed to provide the
context and clarity that is so
often missing from today’s
news coverage about issues
affecting the poor and comn
munities of color.

The Reporter has entered into a
community partnership agreement
with CAN-TV, Chicago’s cable access network broadcasting on several
Comcast cable channels. CAN-TV will
display headlines from the Reporter
at least 24 times a day on cable access CAN-TV. The Reporter will share
relevant CAN-TV programming in its
weekly e-newsletter.
Sizable excerpts from the cover
story in the Reporter’s September/October 2009 edition, “Black and white,
seeing red all over,” will be featured in
a soon-to-be-published introductory
edition of “Social Issues in Literature:
Race in Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man.”
It will be the first in a series of works
that highlight sociology in literature.
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SPINOFFS Digging Deeper

Lotto sales up
in poorer areas
The news:
In August, the Illinois Lottery
announced record-breaking
sales of nearly $2.3 billion in
fiscal year 2011, up 3 percent
from last year.

Electric bills spark
sticker shock

Behind the news:
The highest sales in
Chicago, on a per-capita
basis, came from predominantly African-American and
Hispanic areas on the South
and Southwest sides, shows
a Chicago Reporter analysis of
lottery sales data.
A combined amount of
more than $87 million in lottery sales was recorded in five
ZIP codes—60612, 60616,
60619, 60636 and 60651—
that had the highest per-capita sales, which ranged from
$287 to $425.
The median household
income for each of these ZIP
codes was below the citywide
median of $38,625, according
to the 2000 Census.
Sales from ZIP code 60619
alone generated more than
$26 million—a per-capita
spending of $425. The South
Side area includes the predominantly African-American
neighborhoods of Avalon
Park, Burnside, Calumet
Heights and Chatham, and
has a median household
income of $33,631.
William A. Sampson, a
professor of public policy
studying poverty issues at
DePaul University, said he
was not surprised that lottery
sales were increasing during a
recession, or that poor neighborhoods generated the most
sales in Chicago. Poor people
have different motivations to
play the lotto, he said.
“For folks with no income,
it’s way more than the excitement,” Sampson said. “It’s
part of their economic plan.”
—Sachiko Yoshitsugu
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The news:
Gov. Pat Quinn vetoed a bill
in August that would have
allowed ComEd to impose a
$155.7 million rate increase.
“It may be a dream-cometrue for Commonwealth
Edison, but it’s a nightmare
for consumers of Illinois,” he
said.

Behind the news:
The electric bill for an average Illinois resident is $279
for the months of November
and December. For residents
living in five of Chicago’s
77 community areas, the
amount is enough to make
up at least 5 percent of the
average household income.
For residents in the South
Side community of Riverdale,
their bill amounted to 7 percent of the average income—

November/December 2011

the highest in the city. The
second highest percentage
was found in another South
Side community, Fuller Park,
at 6 percent.
For Lincoln Park residents
on the North Side, by comparison, only 1 percent of the
average household income
is spent on electricity, on
average, in November and
December.
Proponents of the rate
hike said the new revenue
would be used to build new
delivery infrastructure, which
could lower electricity costs
over time.
“Ultimately, the goal is
for people to spend the least
amount of money possible
on the staples—whatever
that may be,” said Tom Wolf,
the executive director of the
Illinois Chamber of Commerce’s Energy Council. “You

want them to get reliable
service and a good product.
When it comes to electricity,
that’s a good investment.”
Jim Chilsen, communications director of the Citizens
Utility Board, said that
people generally are willing
to pay their fair share to keep
their families warm, but the
issue is one of fairness.
“Low-income families
are having a harder time
affording utility bills, and we
have to ask ourselves if that’s
fair and what we can do to
help families stay healthy,”
Chilsen said.
“Utilities are often the
lifeline that families have,
and it’s how they stay
healthy. When that’s taking
up an exorbitant amount of
their budget, that leads to
problems,” he said.
—Emily Gowing

Small business grants head north
The news:
As unemployment rises,
politicians from all levels of
government are trying to
create incentives for smallbusiness owners.

Behind the news:
Chicago’s effort to help
small businesses improve
may be helping established
businesses in prosperous
areas, rather than struggling
entrepreneurs.
Small Business Improvement Fund grants give up to
$150,000 to small companies
across the city to help with
physical improvements to
their businesses. But a Chicago Reporter analysis showed
that the largest chunk of

funding in the past 10 years
went to businesses on the
city’s North Side.
Thirty-seven percent of all
the money went to the North
Side, with the Northwest Side
taking another 15 percent. In
comparison, the South and
Southwest sides of Chicago
got only 12 percent and 5
percent, respectively.
A possible reason is because programs like the fund
favor businesses that already
have enough money to make
repairs to their business, said
Beth Milnikel, director of the
Institute for Justice Clinic on
Entrepreneurship at the University of Chicago Law School.
Because the fund is a matching grant program and repays
businesses for work already

done, grants go to businesses
that already have the money
to expand, she added.
“It requires people to have
capital to spend in order to
get some of that money,”
Milnikel said.
She said the city would
better serve businesses by
lowering the cost of starting
a business and eliminating
regulations that hurt new
entrepreneurs.
“I have clients on the
South Side who don’t have the
money to pay a bonded sign
erector or get permits to put
up signs,” Milnikel said. “If the
city wants businesses to get
started, they shouldn’t be hiking up fees for simply painting
your name on the window.”

Shortchanged
Only a small fraction of
city spending on small
business improvement
has gone to corners of
the city most in need of
economic development.

SBIF grant distribution
North

$11.2 m 37%

West

$6.6 m

22%

Northwest $4.5 m

15%

South

$3.6 m

12%

Central

$2.7 m

9%

Southwest

$1.6 m

5%

Source: Chicago Department of
Housing and Economic Development;
analyzed by The Chicago Reporter.

—Megan Cottrell

Property tax process sounds appealing, but …
The news:
Taxpayers recently received
a bill to pay the second
installment of their 2010
property taxes.

Behind the news:
For property owners with
higher tax bills, or who were
required to pay more than
what their neighbors paid,
the Board of Review offers a
chance to appeal—the first
step in reducing a tax bill.
Preparing the appeal can
be a headache. But for Cook
County property owners
up for the challenge, their
chances of success are fairly
good. Nearly seven out of
every 10 people from 2006
to 2010 had a successful
tax appeal, according to a
Chicago Reporter analysis.
A successful tax appeal
means that the first value
the Cook County Assessor’s

Tax break
In 2010, most people who appealed their property tax
assessment were successful. But owners of highervalued properties typically received a higher reduction.

2010 Property tax appeals
Estimated property value

Success rate

Reduction

Less than $500,000

71%

11%

$500,000 or more

63%

19%

Citywide average

69%

17%

Source: Cook County Board of Review; analyzed by The Chicago Reporter.

Office gave a property was
too high. That’s important
because the value is one factor in determining a tax bill.
But a successful appeal does
not mean that an individual’s
tax bill will be decreased.
Taxing districts such as
schools or parks may ask for
more money, and, in some
cases, a smaller pool of
taxable property will have to
cover the cost.

While the chances of a
successful appeal are good,
not everyone gets a large
reduction. The analysis
found that taxpayers who
filed appeals for high-valued
residential and commercial
properties—with an estimated value of $500,000
or more—tended to receive
larger reductions. In 2010,
properties with an estimated
value of at least $500,000

got a 19 percent reduction
on average, compared with
a 11 percent reduction for
residential and commercial
properties worth less.
Andrea Raila, a real
estate tax expert and former
member of the Board of
Review, points to a practice
of overvaluing commercial
properties, typically worth
more than homes, as the
reason. Every three years the
assessed values of commercial properties go up dramatically. Business owners
hire lawyers to file for them.
The result: a much smaller
increase in the valuation
than the first time around.
If the assessor’s office “treated residential
properties the way they do
commercial with excessively
high increases, there would
be a taxpayer revolution,”
Raila said.
—Sachiko Yoshitsugu
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Q&A Arthur Robertson

A drill team
is a home
away from
home for
many youth
Since its founding, the South Shore Drill Team and Performing Arts Ensemble has made education its focus, using performance to orient youth away
from negative influences and toward academic success. Photo by Marc Monaghan.

Drilling down
By Crystal Vance Guerra
In his formative years, nothing excited Arthur Robertson
more than marching. Tightly coordinated dance moves, flags
twirling wide circles in the air, and the hundred spin tosses
of wooden rifles and sabers drew him into precision drilling
at age 12.
Robertson went on to become a teacher and student dean
at Paul Revere Elementary in the Greater Grand Crossing
neighborhood, but his marching experience never left him. He
eventually decided to begin a local drill team, now known as
the South Shore Drill Team and Performing Arts Ensemble.
With 325 youth currently enrolled—a number unthinkable
at the time of the team’s four-person beginning in Robertson’s
mother’s basement—the team achieves in areas that many organizations attempt but few deliver: retention, parent involvement, crime prevention, a 99 percent high school graduation
rate and developing positive self-worth.
Most members of the team reside on the Southeast Side
where violence and poverty have been constants for too long.
A commitment to daily after-school and early Saturday morning practices keeps the youth busy, and its military structured
training is accompanied by strict codes of behavior ranging
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from no gum chewing,
10 or fewer days of absences at school, and
To learn more about the South
swearing off gangs and
Shore Drill Team and Performing
drugs.
Arts Ensemble, go to
Maintaining the drill
www.southshoredrillteam.org
team is not easy, but it
is a necessity in Robertson’s eyes, because
it provides youth with the emotional and material support
needed to break the cycles of poverty and violence in order to
determine their own future.
The drill team practices in a newly donated community
center, located just around the corner from Paul Revere. Students are divided by gender, age and ranks, and each group has
its own instructor directing its every move. Precision is key.
On cue, students’ stomps, claps and shouts fill the silence kept
between routines.
Discipline, Robertson believes, can be learned creatively
instead of punitively: The tighter the act, the better the performance, and the louder the cheers.

For more info

The team participates in more than 100 events a year, and it
was crowned as the champions of Winter Guard International
last year.
The Chicago Reporter sat down with Robertson to talk about
his team.

and you can see the negativity surrounding them. Much of the
team’s attention is on the young men because we are trying to
save them, you know. We have some girls with problems, but the
number of problems are nowhere near the number of men who
are doing negative things.

What motivated you to begin the drill team?

How do you understand the idea and use of discipline creatively?

I started it, for one thing, to give back, but I was also doing it
because my nephew always liked to watch me marching. I would
teach him small routines, but one day he and three of his friends
learned something, and they asked me to look at it. It was on the
block where we lived, so really one of the reasons why I started
the drill team as an idea to keep the kids off the streets by giving them something constructive for them to do with their spare
time after they come home from school.

Has the character of the youth that you serve
changed since 1980?
I think it has changed since I first started because now we’re
dealing with … almost a different breed of children. These kids
don’t fear anything, and sometimes that becomes a challenge. If
we don’t keep something that is going to sustain their interest,
then most likely we won’t have them. So we are always doing different things, changing—choreography changing, trip changing,
changing recreational activities to keep them interested. We are
just not standing still. Once we get one problem solved, there is
always something else. And, one thing with kids, if you want to
keep them interested, you have to stay a step ahead of them, so
we are always trying to come up with new ideas to keep them
interested, and we always ask the kids for their participation so
when you see the kids performing some of the routines, it is not
just the input of the instructors that you are seeing—they have
input in what they are doing as well.

Why do you think that the drill team encourages
its members to excel in school?
Well, nowadays, I think that kids need more than just academics; they need something to keep them doing something
constructive. When children join the drill team, they don’t know
that the sole purpose is to keep them doing positive things. They
just see the excitement, I guess, and that excitement is generated
by being part of a team. If we tell them, ‘Join the drill team, and
we’ll make you a better young man and young women,’ I don’t
think they would want do it, but that’s what it’s really all about.

The team has ‘performing arts’ as part of its
name. Is there anything about the arts that further motivates the kids?
I think there is something more about the arts because it
gives them the opportunity to not just drill but to dance, to show
expression and to be creative with what they are doing. They are
taught more than just drilling, because drilling is just part of it.
But the arts part of it is also exciting because it’s not just music
that we select but some of the things and some of the music
that they like.

Why the focus on boys and young men?
The emphasis is on young men because of the violence—
because most of the violence is done by young men, and most
of those receiving the violence are young men. Look at the news,

Well, everyone wants to be part of something, and by the drill
team having the recognition that it has, kids want to be a part
of it. With that being said, the drill team gives them an opportunity. Everyone want to shine, so by kids seeing the drill team
perform, they feel they want to be a part of it, and they know
that in order to stay a part of it, they got to do certain things.
That’s not to say that kids don’t get in trouble in school, or that
kids do their homework all the time. Every week, almost, we are
dealing with a different child either dealing with something they
are going through at home or something they are going through
at school or even something that they are going through on the
streets, but you know, we nurture kids. We offer mentoring, and
we offer guidance for these kids. It’s almost like a second family
or a home away from home to them, and that’s what, usually, a
lot of inner city and a lot of disadvantaged kids don’t get. And we
also give them a chance to travel and go through the drills with
their unique style of performing.

Do you think the drill team acts as a form of social
change?
It definitively is. The reason I say that is because we have kids
who are first-generation high school graduates at the same time
we have members who are first-generation college students. So
with that, that is how we are making the change. Now, I think
we have 12 kids in college, but it’s not like it is something that is
pushed on them. It is something they are recognizing and realizing on their own that, if they want to live a comfortable life, there
are things they have to do.

What do think the drill team tells their audience
about the youth performing?
I think that the organization itself is telling people something
different about the kids. When people look at our kids and they
are yelling and screaming, I don’t think that they are yelling and
screaming at their actual performance. What people are seeing is a bunch of young men, disadvantaged young men, doing
something constructive together.
You hear so many negative things about the kids we serve—
that the average age of young men being shot is between 13 to
19 or 20, and the dropout rate is over 50 percent. They are surrounded by those things, but because they belong to the program, they choose not to [engage in those negative things]. We
tell them every day, ‘When you get up and walk out that door, you
have a choice to make. Whatever one you decide, whichever one
you choose—there will be consequences. There can be good consequences, or they can be bad consequences, depending on what
you decide to do, and can’t nobody make that decision but you.’

What future do you hope for this program?
Where I would like the program to go is endless. We have one
organization in the City of Chicago, but why not have several?
We are doing a lot of events in the Chicagoland area, and we do
have events out of state, but why not have many more? Why not
be part of a major movement?
n
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COVER STORY Secure Communities

Leticia Morua, a mother of three, was placed under
deportation proceedings after she was pulled over
for driving without a working headlight. She was
detained for 22 days. She’s living in Bolingbrook
with her family while she waits for an immigration
judge to rule on her case. Photo by Joe Gallo.
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The allure
of secure
Secure Communities is a federal immigration initiative designed
to find and deport dangerous criminals. But, in reality, the program
ensnares many immigrants with no criminal charge or conviction.
By María Inés Zamudio

S

itting in DuPage County Jail, Leticia Morua
sobbed uncontrollably, unable to answer questions during the booking interview.
“I felt humiliated,” Morua said. “I was terrified
thinking I would never see my children again.”
The DuPage County deputy sheriff interviewing Morua got tired of waiting for answers and started screaming, “There is nothing you can do. You’re an illegal. Why do
you want to be here if you don’t have papers?”
“I kept thinking about my children,” she said. “I didn’t think
I was going to be able to see them again. They are so small and

Power Points
The Chicago Reporter examined Secure Communities, a
controversial immigration enforcement program aimed to
“identify and remove dangerous criminal aliens who pose
a threat to public safety.” The Reporter found:
 Almost half of the people who were booked into
immigration custody under Secure Communities were
never charged with, or convicted of, the crimes for
which they were arrested.
 Another 29 percent were charged with one
misdemeanor, which in many cases stemmed from a
traffic violation.
 In McHenry County Jail, 74 percent of the inmates for
whom immigration “detainers” were issued between
January 2010 and July 2011 ended up at the facility
for a minor traffic violation—including improper traffic
lane usage, failure to obey a stop sign and speeding.
For more information about the people and organizations
we write about, go to www.chicagoreporter.com.

harmless. What were they going to do without their mother?”
Only a few hours earlier, just before 7 a.m. on March 8,
2010, she was driving to work when the deputy pulled her over
for driving without a working headlight near Downers Grove.
Having no driver’s license, Morua was arrested.
Morua, 37, spent one night at the jail before being transported to the Kenosha County immigration center in Wisconsin. She didn’t know where she was. She was disoriented,
depressed and unable to contact her husband.
Thousands of undocumented immigrants with minor
criminal offenses, like Morua’s , have been turned over to U.S.
Immigration and Custom Enforcement custody by local enforcement agencies under a federal program called Secure Communities since its launch in 2008. The initiative is designed to
deport immigrants who commit a crime, but many have ended
up in immigration custody even when their arrest never led to
a charge or conviction, The Chicago Reporter found.
In Illinois, 46 percent of 3,023 people who were booked
into immigration custody under Secure Communities between Nov. 24, 2009, and July 25, 2011, were never charged
with, or convicted of, the crimes for which they were arrested,
shows the Reporter analysis of the U.S. Department of Homeland Security records.
Another 29 percent were charged with one misdemeanor,
which in many cases stemmed from a traffic violation, like
Morua’s, before being taken into immigration custody, the
analysis shows.
About 14 percent of those booked into immigration custody had committed an “aggravated felony”—a category of offenses punishable by a year or more in prison—and 10 percent
had three or more misdemeanors.
The numbers contradict the officials’ tough-on-hardenedcriminals rhetoric touting the program, said Fred Tsao, policy
director at the Illinois Coalition for Immigrant and Refugee
Rights. “One of the huge issues we see is the fact that so many
people who don’t have criminal or only minor criminal record
are being caught up,” Tsao said.
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COVER STORY Secure Communities

The program also diminishes trust between local law enforcement agencies and immigrant communities by turning
any encounter with police into a potential deportation, critics
said.
“Word travels fast in our community, especially when it
comes to [deportations] and what caused it,” said Luis Gutierrez, executive director of Latinos Progresando. “Immigrants
start thinking, ‘Why would I call the police if the last time we
called the police it turned into a deportation?’”
Gutierrez added that the program could also encourage law
enforcement officers to racially profile immigrants—or people
who look or sound foreign.
“Racial profiling is a huge problem mainly outside Chicago
in the suburbs,” he said. “Now, stopping an immigrant for driving without a working light could turn into a deportation.”
But immigration officials said Secure Communities is doing exactly what it was intended to do: boot out immigrants
who commit a crime. Ninety-four percent of immigrants deported through the program are among the “priority” population for the U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement to go
after, said Jon Gurule, assistant director of the Secure Communities program.
“If you look at those individuals, the so-called noncriminal, how many of those were previously removed [from the
country]?” Gurule asked. “How many of those are fugitives?”
Nicole Navas, spokeswoman for the immigration agency,
added the number of serious criminals deported under Secure
Communities will increase as the program continues.
“Over time, the percentage of serious offenders removed
through Secure Communities will continue to increase, as
those convicted of misdemeanors will decrease,” Navas said.
“This reflects the fact that people who commit more serious
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crimes serve longer sentences and consequently take longer to
come into [immigration] custody.”
But critics said that their concerns about the program,
which is expected to be implemented nationwide by 2013, will
only intensify if similar enforcement patterns continue.
“If the program expands, you could see more immigrants
without criminal records potentially being placed in deportation proceedings,” said Amalia Pallares, associate professor
of political science and Latin American and Latino studies at
the University of Illinois at Chicago. “I’m still concerned that,
even with the administrative order and prosecutorial discretion, immigrants could be deported—the system is still in
place, and the fingerprints are still being shared.”

A

uthorized by Congress in 2008, Secure Communities
has been embraced by President Barack Obama’s administration as one of the central pieces of its immigration policy. Its intended purpose is to “identify and remove
dangerous criminal aliens who pose a threat to public safety,”
said Janet Napolitano, secretary of the U.S. Department of
Homeland Security, a year after the program was launched.
Nationwide, 1,595 jurisdictions, including 26 of the 102
counties in Illinois, signed up for the program.
Under Secure Communities, the fingerprints of anyone arrested by local law enforcement agencies are submitted to the
Federal Bureau of Investigation, which then shares the information with the homeland security department’s Automated
Biometric Identification System. The system has more than
124 million biometric records, including records of criminals,
immigration-law violators, as well as non-U.S. citizens who’ve
had only lawful interactions with the federal government—
such as applying for a visa and legally entering the country.

To address concerns
over the controversial Secure Communities program,
immigration officials
organized a public
meeting. Immigration activists walked
out in protest, and
seven of them were
arrested for blocking
traffic. Photos by
Jason Reblando.
Once immigration-law violators are found, the immigration agency can submit a “detainer” to local jails and have up
to 48 hours to place them into its custody.
Navas said the program has had numerous coups. In October 2010, for example, Naperville police arrested a Mexican
citizen for predatory criminal sexual assault of a child. His
fingerprint records revealed that he had been issued a deportation order in 2008, with a five-year ban from re-entering
the country.
But the Reporter’s analysis shows that the program also
led to the detention of thousands of immigrants who had not
been charged with, or convicted of, any crime.
In Illinois, 3,023 people were booked into immigration custody between Nov. 24, 2009, and July 25, 2011, under Secure
Communities, but 1,397 of them, or 46 percent, were never
charged with, or convicted of, the crimes for which they were
arrested.
Nationally, more than 193,000 people were booked into immigration custody between Oct. 27, 2008, and June 30, 2011,
under Secure Communities. Nearly 64,000, or 33 percent, of
them were never charged with, or convicted of, the crimes for
which they were arrested.
Among all states, California had the highest number of
people booked into immigration custody under Secure Communities—about 103,000. About a third of them were never
charged with, or convicted of, the crime for which they were
arrested, and another 21 percent had one misdemeanor charge.
Illinois ranked fifth for its number of people in immigration
custody, while the lowest number was recorded in Montana,
with 11 people in immigration custody.
Since its inception, the program has been met with varying
degrees of resistance from local communities. In Illinois, Gov.

Pat Quinn wrote in his May 4 letter to immigration officials
that the state is opting out of the program.
“Due to the conflict between the stated purpose of Secure
Communities and the implementation of the program, [the
Illinois State Police] will no longer participate in the Secure
Communities program,” Quinn wrote.
Massachusetts and New York followed suit shortly after.
But, in August, John Morton, director of the U.S. Immigration Customs and Enforcement, announced that the program
required no authorization from local communities, and that it
will be fully operational throughout the country by 2013.
Anna Law, associate professor at DePaul University and
immigration law expert, said the dispute will likely end up
in court. “The states are profoundly upset because they are
fronting the cost [of enforcing] immigration laws, and the federal government is not helping,” she said.
Responding to criticism, the Obama administration announced in June that it would review 300,000 pending deportation cases and use its “prosecutorial discretion” to temporarily halt deportations for “low priority” cases.
Law said the announcement is supposed to “soften the blow
of the harsh effects” of Secure Communities, but it leaves too
many unknowns.
The federal government is “now telling local offices to review these cases and suspend the removal. It sounds like a
great idea, but the implementation has been awful,” she said.
“Who is doing the screening? A lot of these files are paper
files. Who is going to review them? Immigrants are at the mercy of the government.”
Mony Ruiz-Velasco, director of legal services at the Chicago-based National Immigrant Justice Center, said she has
come across some cases that are labeled as “low priority” but
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Methodology
The Chicago Reporter examined the U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement’s Secure Communities program by analyzing the agency’s “IDENT/IAFIS
interoperability” statistics maintained for 1,595 jurisdictions, including 26 of the 102 counties in Illinois, that had
signed up for the program nationwide.
The data included the number of people whose
identity had been alerted to the immigration agency, the
number of immigrants booked into custody and the number of deportations—all under Secure Communities.
The records examined were from Oct. 27, 2008, to
July 30, 2011, except for Illinois counties’ data, which
were kept from Nov. 24, 2009, to July 25, 2011, and included a list of the charges filed against those processed
through the program.
The Reporter also obtained records on McHenry
County Jail inmates for whom immigration “detainers”
were issued between January 2010 and July 2011. The
data logged the nature of one or more charges filed
against each inmate, along with the arrest date.

still being pursued by immigration officials.
“The judge was very sympathetic,” Ruiz-Velasco said about
a case involving an undocumented immigrant who had no
criminal record. “But the [immigration] attorney said they
were not going to exercise prosecutorial discretion.”
Navas disagreed. She said the immigration enforcement
agency has always used prosecutorial discretion to better use
the agency’s limited resources.
The immigration agency “has issued guidance for [its] law
enforcement personnel and attorneys regarding their authority to exercise discretion when appropriate,” Navas said in a
written statement. “The directive clearly states that the exercise of discretion is inappropriate in cases involving threats
to public safety, national security and other agency priorities.
This guidance also directs the exercise of prosecutorial discretion to ensure that victims of and witnesses to crimes are
properly protected.”

O

n a recent Tuesday afternoon, Zane Seipler, a McHenry County deputy sheriff, drove his black Nissan
Pathfinder to give an unusual tour of sorts. Instead
of landmarks, his sightseeing spots were all seemingly unremarkable—from a Latino beauty salon in Crystal Lake to a
mostly Latino apartment complex in McHenry.
All the locations, Seipler said, were prime spots where his
co-workers used to pull over Latino drivers. “This is a quiet
county,” he said. “The easiest way to get an arrest is to find
someone without a driver’s license.”
And the quickest way to find people without a driver’s license, Seipler said, is by targeting Latino drivers. Some deputies follow Latino drivers and search the plate number in a
database looking for two things: Latino last names and driver’s
license information, he said.
“To me, that’s just lazy police work, but it makes you look
like you did something,” he said.
McHenry County Sheriff Keith Nygre said his deputies
don’t enforce immigration laws, but driving without a valid
driver’s license is a crime in Illinois. And he denied accusations of racial profiling.
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“We don’t arrest anyone for being illegal,” he said. “There is
always a probable cause” for each arrest.
Seipler, who worked as a McHenry County deputy for four
years, thinks otherwise. He started questioning the department’s arrest pattern when he noticed that a handful of deputies kept arresting people with no driver’s license, making up
to four such arrests daily—something he didn’t think would
be doable if it weren’t for racial profiling.
Seipler was fired in 2008 for, according to the sheriff’s office, violating rules and regulations. Seipler said he was fired
because he spoke up against racial profiling and filed a lawsuit
alleging a wrongful termination. In September, an appellate
court judge ordered the sheriff’s office to reinstate Seipler.
Seipler wasn’t surprised to hear that, according to the Reporter analysis of jail records, 74 percent of McHenry County
Jail inmates for whom immigration detainers were issued between January 2010 and July 2011 ended up at the facility for a
minor traffic violation—including improper traffic lane usage,
failure to obey a stop sign and speeding.
In five Illinois counties, including McHenry, 200 or more
inmates were put into immigration custody between Nov. 24,
2009, and July 25, 2011. Among the five counties, DuPage
County has had the highest number of people—976 in all—
transferred to immigration custody. McHenry County, meanwhile, has had 222 inmates transferred to immigration custody, and 58 percent—the highest rate among the five—were
never charged with, or convicted of, the crimes for which they
were arrested.
Residents of Garden Quarter Apartment Complex in
McHenry seemed well-aware of how these numbers play out
in their neighborhood.
One undocumented resident, who declined to be named
out of fear of being deported, said he is often scared of police
when he drives to work. He described how a female police officer drives around his apartment complex or parks outside
waiting for Latino drivers.
“We stopped going out. We go to work and to get groceries
on our way back [from work], but that’s it,” he said. “We try to
drive as little as possible.”
Tsao of the Illinois Coalition for Immigrant and Refugee
Rights was skeptical that the Obama administration, which
pledged to address the issue by assigning the Office of Civil
Right to investigate racial profiling complaints, can allay the
concerns. “The real question is whether they are going to be
able to handle it,” Tsao said. “It’s an office of 100 people. There
is only so much the office can do.”

I

n August, hundreds of people gathered at the International Brotherhood of Electrical Workers’ Hall, in downtown Chicago, for a public hearing hosted by the homeland
security department’s newly appointed Task Force on Secure
Communities, which was formed to address concerns raised
by critics.
As Becca Sharp, the executive director of Homeland Security Advisory Council, a body created under the homeland security department, opened the meeting by clarifying that none
of the members of the task force worked for the department.
“We are not federal employees,” Sharp told the crowd. “This
is the community’s best chance to be heard. I’ve spent 17 years
of my life defending immigrants’ rights.”
But the attendees didn’t pay attention to Sharp’s announcement. The crowd demanded the task force members’
resignation. And after only a few speakers, Alaa Mukahhal, a
member of the Immigrant Youth Justice League, a Chicagobased group of young activists, asked the attendees to walk

Securing the country from immigrants
So far, 1,595 jurisdictions in 27 states have signed up for Secure Communities. More than 193,000 inmates from these
jurisdictions have been transferred to immigration custody, and about 33 percent of them had not been charged with,
or convicted of, the crimes for which they were arrested.
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Since 2009, five Illinois counties have had 200 or more
inmates transferred to immigration custody under Secure
Communities.

Of all the charges that led to immigration custody under
Secure Communities in Illinois, traffic and drug offenses were
the most common. Other charges ranging from shoplifting
to homicide made up 41 percent of the cases. In McHenry
County, nearly two-thirds of the inmates had been charged
with traffic-related violations.
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Sources: U.S. Department of Homeland Security, McHenry County Sheriff’s Office; analyzed by The Chicago Reporter.

out of the public meeting as a form of protest—mimicking
immigration activists in Los Angeles during a similar meeting
the day before.
More than half of the attendees walked out. Seven students
then blocked a portion of Washington Street for about 20 minutes and later blocked the I-94 exit. The students were arrested, each charged with mob action and obstruction of traffic.
Inside the hearing room, immigrants facing deportation
shared their stories hoping to persuade immigration officials
to let them stay in the country.
Arturo Venegas Jr., a task force member, listened carefully to
each story. Venegas, who is a founder of the Sacramento, Calif.based Law Enforcement Engagement Initiative, an organization

for law enforcement agencies to start a dialogue about immigration, had traveled across the country for the hearing.
Venegas, a former chief of the Sacramento Police Department, said he understood why immigrant advocates wanted to
show their disapproval of the Secure Communities program
by walking out. His goal is to help the federal government go
back to the original goal of the program, which was to deport
criminals.
If the immigration agency “would only focus on [deporting]
serious offenders, this program would have no problems,” he
said.
Police should not be enforcing immigration laws, Venegas
added. “I don’t think by and large law enforcement in this
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Zane Seipler, a McHenry County deputy sheriff, drove from Crystal Lake to McHenry pointing out prime spots where some other deputies used to
pull over Latino drivers. Two-thirds of the McHenry County Jail inmates for whom immigration detainers were issued ended up at the facility after
a traffic violation. Photo by Jason Reblando.
country wants to be involved in immigration enforcement,
and there has to be some clarity,” he said. “It is affecting community policing and is affecting relationships not only with
police but with a lot of other agencies. That’s not good for the
community, and that’s not good for the country.”
In September, the task force released a list of its recommendations, including one calling for the program to not be
used for detaining immigrants who were arrested for minor
traffic violations. The immigration agency “should not issue
detainers or initiate removal proceedings on persons identified through Secure Communities based on arrest for minor
traffic offenses,” the recommendation said.
But the recommendations did not go far enough, according
to Venegas and four other task force members who resigned
in protest. For Venegas, the recommendations should have
ensured that the deportation would not be triggered for all
minor offenses, including traffic violations, according to his
resignation letter.
For Morua, the DuPage County immigrant, how the immigration agency adopts the task force’s recommendations could
make or break her case against deportation.
Following her arrest in March, Morua spent 22 days in a
haze while detained at the Wisconsin detention center. She
couldn’t sleep and was consumed by thoughts of her children
and husband. When she talked to her children on the phone, it
made her stay at the detention unbearable, she said.
“My children would ask me, ‘Where are you, mommy? Is it
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true that you’re in jail?’” she said. “I would just tell them that I
was at work. They would say, ‘Mommy, I want to be with you.’
I cried every time.”
Gloria Najera, Morua’s attorney, filed for a bond hearing,
but it took more than two weeks to get the case in front of an
immigration judge. The judge granted a $1,500 bond.
On June 16, 2010, she pleaded guilty to driving without a
license. She paid $100 and was given probation for a year.
But Morua’s deportation case is still pending. Najera said
she filed a petition to cancel the deportation proceeding because it would cause her family extreme hardship.
Morua moved to Bolingbrook in 1998 with her husband,
Alfredo, because of the lack of economic opportunities in
their native Zacatecas, Mexico.
A year after she moved to DuPage County, she had her first
son. She now has three children and wants to stay in the country to provide an education and a better future, she said.
“She’s been in the country for more than 10 years and is
a person of good moral character,” Najera said. “She has children who are U.S. citizens and would suffer extreme hardship
if they had to move.”
Alfredo agreed. “We came here to provide a better future
for our children,” he said. “We respect the laws here. Our only
crime was crossing the border illegally.”
Crystal Vance Guerra helped research this article.
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Holding penalty

Cook County refuses to turn over inmates to immigration custody
By María Inés Zamudio

O

ne afternoon in September, immigration activists
and religious leaders joined
politicians standing proudly
outside the Cook County Clerk’s Office to celebrate a “victory for immigrant
rights.”
“We are committed to the protection
of all citizens of Cook County and improving the treatment of immigrants,”
said Cook County Commissioner Jesus
Garcia, who had earlier voted along with
nine others to approve an ordinance that
will end the practice of holding Cook
County Jail inmates for immigration
purposes.
Under the Fair and Equal County for
Immigrants ordinance, Cook County
Sheriff Tom Dart can decline to enforce an immigration-hold request, also
known as a “detainer,” unless the federal
government agrees in writing to reimburse the county for the cost of detention. The ordinance also bars immigration agents from having access to county
jail inmates without a criminal warrant.
“The practice of detaining people by
the sheriff was also eroding the trust
and relationship between residents of
various communities,” said Garcia, who
drafted the ordinance. “It was undermining public safety.”
Cook County’s ordinance is among
the first enacted in the country designed
to resist Secure Communities, a controversial federal program that aims to deport immigrants who have been arrested
by local law enforcement agencies.
Amalia Pallares, associate professor
of political science and Latin American
and Latino studies at the University of
Illinois at Chicago, said the spirit of the
ordinance could be emulated in other
counties.
“It is about the rights of immigrants,”
said Pallares, who also co-edited a book
about immigration activism in Chicago.
“Every local government has to figure
out what makes sense to them, but the
spirit can be used to uphold the rights
of undocumented immigrants who don’t
have a criminal background.”

Put on detainers
Though Cook County is not officially
participating in the Secure Communities program, the immigration agency has placed “detainers”
for more than 340 inmates at the
county jail from Jan. 1 to Aug. 31.

Cook County

86%

Felony

14%

Misdemeanor

Source: Cook County Department of Corrections;
analyzed by The Chicago Reporter.

As of Aug. 31, immigration detainers
were issued for 342 inmates among the
daily average population of about 9,000
at Cook County Jail, shows a Chicago Reporter analysis of Cook County inmate
reports. Last year, 1,665 inmates were
placed under immigration hold.
About 87 percent have been charged
with a felony, and the rest had a misdemeanor charge, the analysis shows.
Since the ordinance was approved, 48
inmates—36 of them with felony charges—have been released after they posted
bond, said Steve Patterson, a spokesman
for the Cook County Sheriff’s Office.
It costs $143 a day to house an inmate at the county jail. By not holding inmates, Garcia said, the ordinance
would save the county $15 million a year.
Patterson said that number is actually
smaller—about $250,000—a year.
A recent federal court ruling cleared
the way for the ordinance. An Indiana
court case ruled in June that the detainer
requests made by immigration enforcement officials are only a request and not
criminal warrants.
The ordinance also came after immigration activists rallied around what
they say is a flawed implementation of
Secure Communities, Garcia said.
Many undocumented immigrants

were being booked into immigration
custody after an arrest but not conviction, he said.
The Reporter analysis of the U.S. Department of Homeland Security records
bears out his claim. In Illinois, 46 percent of 3,023 people who were booked
into immigration custody between Nov.
24, 2009, and July 25, 2011, were never
charged with, or convicted of, the crimes
for which they were arrested, the analysis shows.
Cook County’s unease with Secure
Communities began to surface in April
2009, when the sheriff’s office opted not
to share fingerprints of its arrestees with
the homeland security department.
“We were trying to get answers from
[the U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement] about Secure Communities,”
Patterson said. “We got a lot of runarounds and conflicting answers.”
Nicole Nava, spokeswoman for the
U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement, said the ordinance would release
criminals back into communities instead of deporting them.
Her agency “places detainers on
aliens arrested on criminal charges to
ensure that dangerous criminals are not
released from prisons/jails and into our
communities,” Nava wrote.
Nava offered three examples of undocumented immigrants being released
back to Cook County, including the release of a 32-year-old Mexican charged
with a felony and traffic offenses after
running a red light and then punching
the officer who arrested him.
Garcia said the ordinance was needed
to clarify any confusion and to stop immigration enforcement overreach. The
ordinance will also protect the county
from liability in cases where immigration officials ask the county to hold
someone they wrongly suspect as being
undocumented.
“We don’t detain people without
probable cause,” he said. “That would
violate constitutional guarantees like
due process and equal protection. But
these detainers are not based on probable cause.”
Contributing: Crystal Vance Guerra
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Broken promises

Undocumented immigrants are an easy target for dubious services
By María Inés Zamudio

A

fter spending 12 days in an
immigration detention center, Mario De la Rosa received
welcomed news about his
pending deportation case.
Within three days of his release,
Margaret Carrasco, who De la Rosa said
introduced herself as an immigration
attorney, went to the family’s house to
talk about the case. Carrasco promised
not only to cancel his deportation but
also to help the entire family to obtain
legal residency.
Carrasco said she would initially
charge $500.
“She gave me faith and made me feel
secure about the future,” De la Rosa’s
partner, Clara, said in Spanish. “I saw her
like an angel.”
On March 26, Carrasco represented
De la Rosa in his first immigration court
hearing. She later filled out a political
asylum application and gave it to De la
Rosa, telling him to hand-deliver it to
the judge at his second hearing.
Carrasco failed to attend the May 6
hearing, saying she was sick. As instructed, De la Rosa handed in the application,
but the judge summarily denied it for
having no basis for political asylum.
The judge told De la Rosa that Car-

Mario De la Rosa, who is facing deportation,
hired Margaret Carrasco to represent him in
immigration court. He later found out she is
not a licensed lawyer. Photo by Jason Reblando.
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rasco wasn’t a lawyer and advised him
to go to the National Immigrant Justice
Center for proper representation.
“I felt really bad. I was frustrated.
How is it possible that she deceived us
like this?” De la Rosa said. “We left court
thinking, ‘What are we going to do? I
don’t have the money to pay someone
else, and what if they do the same thing
to us?’”
De la Rosa’s story is one of the many
cases of dubious immigration services
exploiting helpless immigrants unfamiliar with the country’s judicial system.
Few researchers have been able to
quantify the precise extent of the problem over the years. But a 2004 study
published in the Georgetown Immigration Law Journal found that at least tens
of thousands across the country are defrauded every year.
The Immigrant’s Legal Needs Survey,
conducted in 1996, found that two-thirds
of noncitizens rely upon personal sources of information to find a legal service
provider, and that noncitizens who turn
to notarios, or public notaries, are not
fluent in English. The study also found
that about half of those obtaining help
from notarios are living in the country
illegally and more vulnerable to fraud.
Despite the paucity of data, the issue
has received attention of public officials.
In 2004, for example, then-Gov. Rod
Blagojevich signed into law a measure
that prohibits a notary public, unless he
or she is a lawyer, from accepting fees
for immigration advice.
And, in June, the Federal Trade Commission, along with several other government agencies, launched an initiative
to crack down on these crimes.
Anna Law, associate professor at DePaul University and immigration law
expert, said immigrants, especially undocumented ones, are an ideal target
for scam artists. “You are dealing with
a vulnerable population,” Law said. “We
are talking about people who don’t have
a lot of money. The lack of education is
also an issue.”
“A good lawyer will tell the client
what the chances of winning are” before charging or taking a case, said Reid
Trautz, director of the Practice and
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Professionalism Center at the American Immigration Lawyers Association.
“Some want to take advantage. They will
take the money even though the chance
of success is small. A good lawyer will
say, ‘There is nothing you can do. Save
your money.’”
In October, the Illinois Attorney
General Office’s Consumer Fraud Division filed a lawsuit against Carrasco alleging that she posed “as a licensed attorney” and “cheated immigrants out of
their upfront payments and put them at
risk for deportation.”
Since 2002, the office has filed nine
other lawsuits involving fraudulent immigration services.
But immigration experts say most
immigration fraud goes unreported.
“They are trying to avoid detention.
They are not going to go to the police,”
Law said, adding that they are afraid the
person who defrauded them could alert
the immigration agency about them.
Law said the chances for immigration
fraud tend to increase whenever there’s a
surge in deportation cases, as seen after
the 2008 implementation of the Secure
Communities program, which is designed to share fingerprints of those arrested by local law enforcement agencies
with federal immigration authorities.
Since fiscal year 2007, the number
of deportations jumped nationally by 35
percent to 392,862 cases in fiscal year
2010.
“The potential for fraud is always
there because this area of law is so complex,” Law explained. “But every time
there is a change in the law or a new
policy, there are new opportunities for
scam artists.”
For her part, Carrasco denies all the
allegations against her. She says she only
identifies herself as a legal representative. “I present myself as Margaret Carrasco; never do I say that I am licensed,”
she said. “I make it very, very clear.”
But Carrasco’s business card could be
confusing and misleading to immigrants.
It has a Loyola Law School logo on the
upper left-hand side, and underneath
her name it reads, “Graduate of Loyola
Law School Jurisprudence 2003.” It also
mentions the Chicago Bar Association

and the American Immigration Lawyers Association and advises in Spanish,
“Don’t sign anything” to anyone arrested
or under deportation.
The Loyola Office of Registrar
confirmed that Carasco graduated in
2003, but she is not a current member
of either the Chicago Bar Association
or the American Immigration Lawyers
Association.
She is not licensed to practice law in
Illinois, according to Jim Grogan, deputy
administrator and chief counsel for the
Attorney Registration and Disciplinary Commission of the Illinois Supreme
Court.
Carrasco said she didn’t get her license to practice law because after
graduating from law school, she faced
family problems, including the death of
her brother-in-law. She said she doesn’t
have to be licensed because she is only a
legal representative and works with attorneys and nonprofits. She declined to
state with whom she works.
“I know sometimes there is confusion
because maybe in Spanish, if you have a
degree, they call you licenciada,” she said.
“I know it happens. I have a person here
in Waukegan that I can’t tell you how
many times I tell her, ‘I’m not an attorney,’ she always keeps calling me abogada.” Both words can be used interchangeably in Spanish to mean “attorney.”
But Carrasco was listed under “attorney name” in 40 cases at the Chicago
immigration court between March 2010
and June 2011, according to records
from the Executive Office for Immigration Review.
Eight of those cases resulted in deportation or “voluntary departure,” while
the rest of the cases are still pending, the
records show.

D

e la Rosa’s family moved to
Waukegan in 1999.
“We came here hoping to find
a cure” for their son, who is disabled and
often has seizures, Clara said. “Now, I
know that my son will never recover but
I thank God that he is stable. If we had
stayed in Mexico, he would not be alive.”
De la Rosa is the sole provider for the
family. Clara stays home to take care of
her son, who can’t speak or walk on his
own and eats through a feeding tube.
“If I take him back to Mexico and it
is sad to say, but the reality is that if I
take him back to Mexico he will die,” she
said.
De la Rosa’s trouble with criminal law
began in 2003, when he was sentenced
to a yearlong probation for driving without a driver’s license. This triggered a

Margaret Carrasco, a well-known immigration activist in Waukegan, is facing consumer
complaints for allegedly misrepresenting herself as a lawyer. She denies the allegations and says
she identifies herself as a legal representative. Photo by Marta Garcia.
deportation proceeding against him,
eventually leading to his “voluntary departure” to Mexico.
But then De la Rosa decided to reenter the country illegally in April 2003
because his son was undergoing surgery.
“I couldn’t leave them,” he said about his
four children.
Then, on Feb. 11, De la Rosa was arrested for driving with only one functioning headlight. A Waukegan police
officer asked for his driver’s license and
proof of insurance. He had neither.
According to the police report, the
officer also found an arrest warrant that
had been issued against De la Rosa for
violating the terms of his 2003 probation. His current attorney, Mony RuizVelasco, director of legal services at National Immigrant Justice Center, said the
violation was a result of his “voluntary
departure,” which came three months
before the end of his probation.
Clara said when she contacted Carrasco, the family was desperate. She got
her phone number from a friend, who
knew Carrasco through her work as an
immigration activist.
Carrasco had been making a name
for herself as an immigration activist in
Waukegan. She organized a protest to

oppose the 287(g) program, for which the
Waukegan Police Department had applied to receive resources for enforcing
immigration laws. She also led a campaign against a city ordinance, passed in
2002, that mandates towing the cars of
undocumented immigrants.
Carrasco describes herself as one of
the most outspoken immigration activists in Waukegan. She was a member of
the Waukegan School District 60 Board
of Trustees and ran for mayor in 1997.
Carrasco said her decision to advise
De la Rosa to file for political asylum
came based on the judge’s suggestion.
“It was the judge who stated that day
in court to apply for this form of relief,
not me,” Carrasco said. She claimed that
she could show the court transcript to
prove her claim but, despite numerous
requests, failed to provide it.
Once Ruiz-Velasco took over De la
Rosa’s case, she told him he could file
a consumer complaint against Carrasco
and guided him through the process. He
filed the complaint on Aug. 25.
Two years earlier, an immigration
attorney also filed a complaint with
the Consumer Fraud Division against
Carrasco noting that she was an
Continued on page 23
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INVESTIGATION Demolition Costs

Razing hell
A Roseland pastor returns to his former church to take over the
ministry and ends up giving new life to the neighborhood.
By Angela Caputo

W

The cost of disrepair

hen Stephen Henry moved
back to Roseland in 2009
to pastor the church he’d
grown up attending, one
of the first things he did was size up the
neighborhood. The technology consultant-turned-pastor hadn’t lived there in
more than two decades after moving to
Atlanta.
“The neighborhood wasn’t so neighborly anymore,” said the 46-year-old. “It
was just the ’hood.”
A vacant lot sat to the left of Mary
Magdalene Missionary Baptist Church.
Across the street were two crumbling
homes covered with thin plywood.
Down the block was a stretch of boarded-up homes. Police had recently found
a woman dead in one of them.
Chicago taxpayers have spent
$754,042 since 2008 boarding up and
demolishing 61 homes in the roughly
five square blocks around the church,
according to an analysis by The Chicago
Reporter. Overall, Chicago taxpayers have
spent $31.6 million to remediate vacant
properties since 2008. But no corner of
the city has been as costly as the 34th
ward, which includes Roseland.
A vast majority, 75 percent, of homes
in the immediate neighborhood around
Henry’s church were knocked down in
the past 18 months. The area is roughly
bounded by Wentworth Avenue to the
west, State Street to the east and 105th
and 111th places to the north and south.
Each home that was razed cost taxpayers an average of $19,546, the analysis
found. The financial burden of demolishing properties across the city has
increased sharply since 2010, particularly in communities hit hardest by the
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Roughly a third of all city spending
on boarding up and demolishing
distressed properties is attributed
to just five communities—all of
which were hit early, and hard, by
the foreclosure crisis.

Top five
Community

Total
spending

Boarded/
demolished

W. Englewood

$3.0 m

338

Englewood

$2.8 m

286

W. Pullman

$2.1 m

171

Austin

$2.0 m

202

Roseland

$2.0 m

194

Community

Total
spending

Boarded/
demolished

Jefferson Park

$3,684

1

Beverly

$3,077

3

Edison Park

$702

1

Hyde Park

$358

2

Garfield Ridge

$358

1

Bottom five

Source: Chicago Deaprtment of Buildings; analyzed by
The Chicago Reporter.

foreclosure crisis, the analysis found.
Roughly 63 percent of that spending
occurred since 2010. It’s unclear how
much the city has been able to recoup
from property owners.
For every $10 the city has spent boarding up or tearing down a house, more than
$1 went to cover the costs of securing or
clearing structures from 264 properties
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in Alderman Carrie Austin’s 34th Ward
on the Far South Side. That amounts to
roughly 10 percent of all properties that
demolition and board-up crews have
worked on across the city during that
time. In contrast, 43rd Ward Alderman
Michele Smith’s is among those that
have received the least attention. In that
tony Lincoln Park ward, eight properties
have been knocked down or secured at
taxpayers’ expense since 2008.
Austin said the money spent dealing with the vacant housing stock in her
ward, which includes Roseland and a thin
stretch of Washington Heights, has been
well-spent. “What do you want me to do,
leave them for a safety hazard for more
rapes, more drug dealing, more crime?”
she said. “There’s nobody stepping up in
my ward to rehab these properties.”
Not everyone agrees. Chris Smith,
the director of the Roseland office of the
nonprofit Neighborhood Housing Services of Chicago, said there are a number
of properties that could be turned around,
particularly since some of the homes are
priced so low—many are worth about as
much as a Honda Civic—that they could
be snapped up in cash transactions.
From a community development perspective, Smith said, demolition should
be the measure of last resort. “We need
people to move in there and pay some
property taxes,” he said. “The question
is, ‘How can we get the properties?’”
Until people start seeing value in the
neighborhood, Henry said, attracting
new homeowners will be a tough sell.
Parts of Roseland have been on the
decline for more than a decade. Neighbors have their explanations as to why.
Older residents were the last occupants
in many of the homes. Some took out
reverse mortgages and refinancing deals
that came with predatory rates, and they

The Rev. Stephen Henry stands in front of one of the hundreds of vacant properties in his Far South Side neighborhood. Since 2008, taxpayers
have spent more than $750,000 boarding up and demolishing vacant properties in the five blocks surrounding his Roseland congregation, Mary
Magdalene Missionary Baptist Church. Photo by Jason Reblando.
were forced to move out when their payments ballooned. Others passed away
and their children inherited the properties, letting them fall into disrepair while
withdrawing the equity from the homes
like an ATM machine through subprime
loans. Other homeowners struggled to
find work and couldn’t keep up with the
bills, and their homes fell into foreclosure. Many ended up back in the hands
of private banks but they’ve become the
public’s problem.
One in three of the properties that
taxpayers secured or knocked down in
the five-block stretch around Henry’s
church were reclaimed by a major lender,
court records show. Scores more are in a
legal limbo as banks have moved to foreclose on them. The longer properties sit
vacant—buying scavengers’ time to strip
items from the homes that can fetch a
dollar—the more their value sinks.
Officials continue to struggle with
enforcing the upkeep of the growing
number of languishing properties, which
was estimated to top 18,000 at the beginning of 2011, according to the Woodstock Institute, a Chicago-based public
interest research group.

In July, the Chicago City Council
tightened the rules around maintaining
vacant properties. Now, any party with
an ownership stake is accountable for
paying the cost of securing and maintaining vacant homes and buildings—
including lenders and management
companies named on their mortgage
notes. In making it more expensive to
hold onto a vacant home, aldermen hope
that lenders and investors will sell the
properties quicker.
Thus far, the ordinance hasn’t made
it easier for Henry’s congregation to
identify owners who are willing to make
a quick sale. He works with an ad hoc
group of neighbors to figure out who
owns the vacant homes surrounding the
church, which sits at the corner of 109th
and Princeton streets. He never imagined that his ministry would revolve
around real estate.
“Everyone has given up on this community like there is no hope, no value,” he
said. “I’m like, ‘No. There’s potential.’”
In late September, the congregation
bought one of the vacant homes across
the street from the church. Henry agreed
to pay $13,000 in delinquent taxes and

$6,000 for the property. He’s trying to
buy another property next door, but is
struggling to identify the owner.
With a dearth of new mortgage lending making its way back to the area, local
groups, including the Roseland chapter
of Neighborhood Housing Services, are
also trying to address the properties one
at a time.
The nonprofit recently rehabbed two
foreclosed homes just a block away from
Henry’s church. Because the homes
hadn’t sat vacant for too long, they were
in good condition. The cottages near
108th and State streets were bought from
the city for $1 and rehabbed with a down
payment through the federally backed
Neighborhood Stabilization Program.
The nonprofit intends to sell the
properties. The entire block helped move
the process along, Smith said. In the six
months before the properties went on
the market, neighbors cleaned up the
trash and weeded vacant lots. “This is
their home. This is their neighborhood,”
Smith said. “They know they have to step
up if they want to turn things around.”

acaputo@chicagoreporter.com
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FEATURE Boosting Credit

Credit check
A new program helps clients learn to manage their money and build
or restore their credit, while putting some extra cash in their pockets.
By Megan Cottrell

D

olores Mederos likes numbers. A former accountant
in Mexico, she keeps a detailed monthly budget for her
household in a computer database. But
one thing about the U.S. financial system
puzzled her: credit.
“My entire life, I’ve bought things in
cash,” she said. “When I moved here, I noticed that everyone has to have credit.”
Credit scores can go as high as 850,
but a good score is considered anything
above 680. With a low score, an individual is likely to pay higher interest rates
on a car loan, higher mortgage rates, and
need to put down security deposits on
cellphones, apartments and utilities. But
in the mortgage-lending world, a score
of 620 is what most people need to get
approved for a mortgage on a home.
Even though Mederos was a great
financial manager, her credit score was
zero. It would have been very difficult
for her and her husband to fulfill their
dream of buying a house. Then, a year
ago, she heard about the new Twin Accounts program from her financial coach
at the Center for Working Families’
Pilsen office.
Under the program, Mederos could
save money, earn it and build her credit
score in a relatively short period of time.
The program helps people with no credit
or blemished credit histories.
To begin building credit, clients take
out a loan at Northside Community
Federal Credit Union, most often in the
amount of $500. The clients never see
that money until the program ends; it
goes into a locked account at the bank.
Each month, the client makes a payment
toward the loan, building their credit.
If the person makes the payment on
time, the center matches the payment
dollar-for-dollar. By the end of the
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yearlong loan, a client has the potential
to have $1,000 saved and a good credit
score. The program is open to clients
of the Centers for Working Families,
which have 12 sites located throughout
Chicago.
The year-old program is the first of
its kind in the nation, pairing the old
adage of putting away money for a rainy
day with the financial reality of a good
credit score.
It’s too early to determine the program’s success. But since it began in
2010, 22 people have enrolled, and six
have successfully completed the program. Only one person has had to drop
out because of a job loss. The rest are still
in the process of completing the loan.
The average credit score among all
the participants who have finished the
program is 658, including clients who
had no credit or bad credit.
Mederos was optimistic about the
program, and within six months her
credit score went from zero to 699.
“The only way to build credit is to
have active lines of credit,” said Ricki
Lowitz, who oversees the program for
the Local Initiatives Support Corporation, a national organization that supports community-based efforts like the
center’s. “Saving is great, but if you can
get good credit, you can reduce your expenses. … We have many people who pay
their rent on time, who pay their utilities on time, but still have no credit.”
Having no credit can mean thousands
in additional expenses for individuals.
Consider the interest rate on a five-year
car loan for $10,000, Lowitz said. With a
low credit score, a person could expect an
interest rate of up to 25 percent, meaning
they would end up paying $7,611 in interest over five years. But a person with an
excellent credit score could get a 5 percent interest rate, paying $1,323 over the
same period of time. That’s a potential
savings of more than $6,000, a lot for a

November/December 2011

family on a tight budget, Lowitz added.
“A lot of people think credit is a bad
word,” Lowitz said. “But you have to use
the system to get ahead in the game.”
Many low-income families have no
credit, Lowitz said, because they don’t
use credit cards. Many people are under
the impression that paying their bills
on time—rent, utilities, phone—builds
credit, but it doesn’t always work that
way. Companies vary in terms of whether
they report this information, and some
companies only report when an account
has been sent to collections. Lowitz said
having active, well-managed credit cards
is the only reliable way to build credit.
Linton Johnson is another client who
is using credit to get ahead—not for
himself, but for his family. Johnson said
he didn’t have bad credit—just no credit. He’d most often paid his bills in cash
and never needed credit. But these days,
good credit could help one of his family
members get a loan on a house, a car or a
college education.
“I just wanted to be able to help my
family, if needed. At 64, there’s not
much that I want in life that I haven’t
had,” Johnson said. “I’m just trying to establish myself so that if they need help,
I can be there.”
Johnson’s credit score increased from
zero to 680 within a year—and it’s still
climbing. After the program ended, Johnson was able to get a credit card, which
will allow him to continue to improve
his score. Living in North Lawndale most
of his life, he said he sees a lot of people
dealing with credit card debt, and the
community needs more programs like
Twin Accounts to teach them how to
use credit wisely.
“If you get in debt at 21, you’ll be 34
before you even get your head above
water,” Johnson said. “The truth of the
matter is even if you don’t elevate yourself, you won’t have a stable base to
work from.”

Pilsen resident Dolores Mederos was one of the first people in Chicago to complete a new
program to help people improve their credit score and save money at the same time. Her score
went from zero to 699 within six months. Photo by Jason Reblando.
Many low-income families across
Chicago struggle with poor credit scores
and a lack of assets. Minority communities in particular struggle with bad
credit, according to a report released last
year by the Woodstock Institute, a Chicago nonprofit that researches lending,
wealth and financial systems reform.
People living in black communities were
almost four times as likely to have low

credit scores as people living in predominantly white communities. The opposite was true for high credit scores, with
people in white communities more than
three times as likely to have individuals
with high credit scores than people living in black communities.
“The concentration of individuals
with low credit scores in communities
of color means they likely face more

LAWYER Continued from page 19

each to start the process of canceling
their deportation proceedings.
The woman, who declined to be named
for this story for fear of retaliation, described in tears how she was arrested by
immigration agents for using someone
else’s Social Security number. After she
was released from custody, she contacted
Carrasco, who went to her house to talk
about the case and allegedly promised to
cancel the deportation—and even apply
for a humanitarian visa, she said.
The woman paid the $500, after finding a part-time job and saving the money
for five weeks. On May 3, Carrasco went
to her first court appearance, where the
woman was ordered to go back to court
on May 15, 2012. “After court, [Carrasco]
congratulated me and said, ‘You see, everything is going to be fine,’” she said.
But then her friend called her to tell
her that Carrasco was not a lawyer. The
woman fell deeper into depression. She
is taking anti-depressants and can’t

unauthorized practitioner of law and
potentially committing fraud in and
around Waukegan.
“Carrasco is performing an unauthorized practice of law and ultimately
committing fraud by taking advantage
of a disenfranchised segment of society,”
wrote the attorney, whose name was redacted from the complaint.
The attorney also submitted a copy
of a letter Carrasco sent to her clients
promising immigrants the “American
dream” of becoming a citizen along with
a list of required information.
“She is mucking us … just because
we are undocumented,” Clara said. “She’s
just a scam artist.”
Other alleged victims of Carrasco say
they are too afraid to file an official complaint.
In April, Carrasco charged a 43-yearold woman and a 28-year-old man $500

limited access to economic opportunity
than people living in white communities,” said Geoff Smith, Woodstock’s
former vice president, who is now the
director of DePaul University’s Institute
for Housing Studies.
Pauline Sylvain sees this all the time.
She works as a financial counselor for
the Centers for Working Families in
North Lawndale.
“A lot of our clients don’t have traditional banking systems—banking accounts, credit cards,” Sylvain said. “That
means they’re often charged high interest rates, denied for bank accounts and
end up going to payday lenders.”
Sylvain said she introduces the idea
of the Twin Accounts program to her
clients when they’ve already made some
financial progress—a balanced budget with a little room for an additional
monthly payment.
“We talk about some of the things
that they’ve tried to get and couldn’t get
because of their credit,” she said.
But good credit doesn’t guarantee a
perfect financial future. Mederos’ husband lost his job soon after she enrolled
in the program, pushing off some of their
financial goals.
“The possibility of us buying a home
is not there anymore,” Mederos said.
While her credit can’t immediately help
her with home ownership, she’s optimistic about other possibilities. “I need
to buy a car.”

mcottrell@chicagoreporter.com

sleep at night. She said she hasn’t been
able to get in touch with Carrasco since
the court hearing.
About filing a complaint against Carrasco, she said, “I’m afraid of the problems it might bring me.”
The man across town is in the same
situation. He was arrested after he was
accused of selling false identification
cards. The criminal case was resolved
when he pleaded guilty to a lesser charge
and was sentenced to one year of probation. Then he was transferred to immigration custody. His wife paid Carrasco
$500 to cancel his deportation case, but
the couple said they haven’t been able to
get a hold of her since then.
“I felt bad. I was counting on her,”
he said. “I don’t have money to hire another attorney. If she did this to me, she
will do it to other” immigrants facing
deportation.
Crystal Vance Guerra helped research this article.
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PARTING SHOT Occupy Chicago

October 10, 2011
Hundreds of Occupy Chicago protesters blocked downtown traffic as the growing movement took to the streets
to protest corporate influence in politics. Photo by Jason Reblando.

