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Mello’s Carry Out restaurant, located on Chicago’s North Side, had two wage complaints filed
against it last year at the Illinois Department of Labor. A former worker said he worked 60 hours
a week earning $6 an hour. The current owner, who bought the restaurant last year, said he didn’t
know about the complaints and he pays every worker $9 an hour. Photo by Marc Monaghan.
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PUBLISHER’S NOTE Reporter News

More labor accountability
Nobody likes to get
stiffed—especially when it
comes to their paycheck.
Wage theft is so prevalent
in our society these days as
companies look for ways to
produce goods and services at
a fraction of what it cost five
and 10 years ago. It’s not always blatant, often subtle and
pernicious—unpaid overtime,
unpaid vacation, less money
in the paycheck. But the victim is clear: the worker.
There are many ways that
people are getting shorted
from what’s owed to them at
a time in our history when
people need their money the
most. Wage theft is a crime,
just like any other crime. But
it’s policed by the Illinois
Department of Labor. When
people feel as if they’re owed
money, they can file a complaint there.
For example, if a person
steals money from a restaurant, they get arrested, and
will probably go to jail. But
that won’t happen if a restaurant owner withholds money
from its workers.
In our new investigation
“Waiting in vain,” reporter
María Inés Zamudio points
out the flaws in the Labor
Department’s methods of

Kimbriell Kelly,
Editor and Interim Publisher
Opinions expressed by the
editor/publisher are her 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.
keeping businesses accountable. As Zamudio finds, most
people reaching out to the
Labor Department don’t get
the help they need. In fact,
most people filing complaints wait months, and in
some cases more than a year,
to get a final determination
on their cases. They are discouraged from contacting

Reporter News
The Chicago Reporter staff appears
weekly on “The Barbershop Show” on
Vocalo 89.5 FM. It’s part of a more
than year-long collaboration that began
between the Reporter and WBEZ,
Vocalo’s parent company. We’re
excited that the relationship has now
expanded.
In February, Chicago Public Media
began airing segments of “The Barbershop Show” on WBEZ 91.5 FM. It will
be part of a two-hour-long weekly segment called “Vocalo on WBEZ,” which
will be a “mix tape” of music, stories
and conversation from Vocalo.
That’s just part of the excitement.
You may remember that last fall,
the Reporter’s former publisher and
Barbershop co-host, Alden Loury, left

the department for status
updates. When the cases are
finally vetted, most people
don’t recoup what they’re
owed. And in many situations, when the department
decides that a business must
pay up, there’s no oversight
by the Labor Department to
make sure that the company
actually cut the check.
It’s a problem that’s pervasive and exacerbated by the
department’s outdated tracking system and a small staff.
Even in Zamudio’s attempt
to get data, there were complications. She was denied
the information because the
department’s antiquated system couldn’t produce the reports. She was also told that
providing her with paper records would be too “burdensome.” Ultimately, Zamudio
was given paper copies of a
two-page summary of complaints for a 12 percent sample of the claims filed for one
year, 2010.
I don’t doubt that the Labor Department is working
hard to resolve complaints.
But their efforts aren’t good
enough. The department must
shorten the duration people
wait to get a resolution to
their cases. The department

to take a job at the Better Government Association. It was a huge hole
to fill, and we asked our friend Richard
Steele of WBEZ to fill in. He has been
a regular co-host on the show since
December and we look forward to continuing to work with him. If you haven’t
checked the show out, make sure to
set an alert for noon every Friday and
Saturday to tune in to 89.5 FM. If you’re
at work and can’t pull yourself away,
download the app on vocalo.org and
listen at your leisure.
The Reporter welcomes a couple of
new bloggers to its arsenal of dogged
reporters. Reporter Nick Moroni lives,
eats and breathes politics. He was an
intern at the Reporter more than a year
ago and his absence was felt when
he left to take a full-time job. He has
returned to us as a freelance blogger,

must upgrade the technology
for the system it uses to track
these critical complaints.
In addition, the department must maintain constant
and regular communication to
give status updates to people
who file complaints. After I
file a complaint, I don’t want
to know my status a year later,
I want to know week to week,
if not once a month. Online
portals should be available
for people to log in and check
the status of their complaint
themselves.
It’s paramount that the
department confirms that
the businesses mandated to
pay back wages actually paid
them. Proof of the payment—
whether a cashed check from
the business or a required
direct deposit to the victim’s
account—should be mandatory. And that burden rests
on the Labor Department,
not the victim of wage theft.
And it shouldn’t end there.
Systems should be in place to
flag regular scofflaws.
As the Labor Department
ushers in a new leader in
Joe Costigan, this should be
among his top priorities. If
the department isn’t there to
fight for workers’ rights, then
what are they there for?
n

and, between now and November, he
will post blogs three times each week
for the Reporter about the interesting
races for seats in the state Legislature,
ward committeemen posts and the
occasional brouhaha in the race for the
appellate court. He’ll also produce a
weekly wrap-up with highlights from
the local races.
We also want to congratulate blogger Megan Cottrell and her husband
Jeff Gammage on the birth of their new
baby, Theodore. Megan will return to
the Reporter in a few months, but in the
interim we welcome Yana Kunichoff
as a new blogger for the team. Yana
will be filling in for Megan while she’s
away. She will also serve as the online
producer for “The Barbershop Show”
and produce a weekly roundup of race
and poverty news.
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SPINOFFS Digging Deeper
Chicago’s crime
conundrum
The news:
In January, a 24-year-old man
was charged with arson—one
of eight “index crime” categories tracked nationwide by the
FBI—after he allegedly set off
a rash of car and building fires
across Los Angeles.

Feds aim at criminals,
hit mostly Mexicans

Behind the news:
Overall, index crimes,
including arson, are down in
Chicago, but in the past five
years, four police districts
on the North and Northwest
sides posted an increase in at
least four of the index crime
categories.
Despite the increases,
those police districts combined accounted for only 12
percent of the city’s most
violent crimes last year.
Meanwhile, six of the highest crime areas, on the South
and West sides of the city,
experienced large decreases
in the number of reported
crimes.
Yet, those districts alone
still accounted for 43 percent
of all sexual assaults, murders, armed robberies and
other violent crimes in 2011.
Arthur Lurigio, professor
of psychology and criminal
justice at Loyola University
Chicago, said the jumps in
individual categories could be
due to either an increase in
incidents and in reporting, or
a change in police procedure.
Motor vehicle theft, for
example, is always highly
reported because it is tied to
insurance while sexual assault
is historically underreported
because of stigma, he said.
“The news is that crime
has been going down for the
last 20 years, and we’re safer
with regard to homicide and
violent crime in Chicago than
we have been since 1962,” he
said. “But nobody feels safer.”
—Samantha Caiola
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Immigration activists protest the controversial Secure Communities program. Photo by Jason Reblando.

The news:
The Cook County Board of
Commissioners voted to
hold a hearing on its newly
adopted policy not to comply
with Secure Communities,
a federal program aimed
at deporting “dangerous
criminal aliens.”

Behind the news:
Among immigrants who
commit crimes, do Mexicans
make up a disproportionate share in Cook County?
Or is there another reason
that Mexicans are overrepresented among the 342
Cook County Jail inmates for
whom immigration officials
issued a “detainer” under
Secure Communities between Jan. 1, 2011, and Aug.
31, 2011?
Mexicans represented
89.8 percent of the 342

March/April 2012

inmates who were held
at Cook County Jail under
the program, a Chicago
Reporter analysis of jail
records shows. Polish and
Guatemalan immigrants
made up the next highest
share, both at 1.8 percent.
These inmates faced
criminal charges that range
from driving under the
influence and possession
of controlled substances to
first-degree murder.
Under Secure Communities, immigration officials
have used their own discretion in deciding which immigrants should be held.
In September, the county
board decided that the
county jail will not comply
with the program unless the
federal government pays for
the expenses to hold each
inmate.
Joshua Hoyt, director of

the Illinois Coalition for Immigrant and Refugee Rights,
said that immigration authorities too often focus on
deporting Mexican nationals.
“When they want to make
a show of going after the
undocumented, they seem to
almost entirely come down
on Mexican immigrants,”
Hoyt said. “This is a pattern.”
But Gail Montenegro,
spokeswoman for the U.S.
Immigration and Customs
Enforcement’s Chicago office, denied that nationality
is a factor in the agency’s
operations.
“While enforcing our
nation’s immigration laws,
the U.S. Immigration and
Customs Enforcement
focuses its limited resources
on aliens with criminal
convictions, regardless of
nationality,” she said.
—Yana Kunichoff

Food stamp rates vary racially
The news:
The National Association for
the Advancement of Colored
People criticized presidential
candidate Newt Gingrich for
saying that African-American
communities should “demand
paychecks and not be satisfied with food stamps.”

Behind the news:
Nationally, far more white
people participate in the
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program than African
Americans, but the opposite
is true for Illinois.
On the national level, white
people make up 48.3 percent
of the program’s participants
compared with 29.7 percent
for African Americans. In Illinois, 45.4 percent of partici-

pants are African American,
and 22.9 percent are white.
Evelyn Brodkin, a political
scientist and associate
professor at the University of
Chicago, said the disparity on
the national level is connected
in part to a complicated application process that puts
minorities with less education and deeper poverty at a
disadvantage.
“It shouldn’t take a college
degree to figure out how to
get food stamps,” Brodkin
said. “There’s lots of room for
error and confusion. We think
some people just can’t get
through all of that as effectively as others.”
In Illinois, Brodkin said,
nonprofits have put a lot of
effort into minority outreach
and increasing food stamp

participation—which may
explain the high number of
African Americans in the
program.
According to data from the
National Center for Charitable
Statistics, Illinois is home to
3.9 percent of the nonprofits
nationwide that specialize in
food, agriculture and nutrition.
Heartland Alliance for Human
Needs and Human Rights, a
Chicago-based nonprofit, for
instance, offers a program for
people who need supplemental nutrition and cash.
“It takes a long time to process and to get the benefits,”
said Jill Geltmaker, managing director of Heartland’s
employment and economic
advancement division. “That
can be confusing for people
who have never navigated the

Taking SNAP
Nationwide, nearly half
of participants in the
Supplemental Nutrition
Assistance Program are
white.

SNAP participants
Nation Illinois
White

48%

23%

Black

30%

45%

Latino

22%

32%

Source: U.S. Dept. of Agriculture;
analyzed by The Chicago Reporter

system before. It’s important
for people who have lost
employment and now need to
find supplemental resources.”
—Samantha Caiola

Minorities fail to get into top grammar schools
The news:
In March, acceptance letters will go out to Chicago
students who applied for
coveted seats in the city’s
highest-performing schools.

Behind the news:
Odds are that white
students will have an edge
in getting into Chicago’s
strongest grammar schools,
a Chicago Reporter analysis
of enrollment data found.
While white students’
overall enrollment has
shrunk, the share of white
students attending the city’s
strongest grade schools
grew by 2 percentage points
between the fall of 2009—

when a federal judge lifted a
long-running desegregation
consent decree—and the fall
of 2011, the analysis shows.
Barbara Radner, director
of the Center for Urban Education at DePaul University,
said it’s too soon to tell if
the uptick of white student
enrollment in the city’s best
schools has anything to do
with the district’s admissions policy, which was
redrafted in the months after
the consent decree was
scrapped. Under the new
admissions rules, a larger
number of seats are reserved
for students who live in close
proximity to the applicationbased schools, 44 percent
of which are located in

majority-white or increasingly white communities.
“If the numbers represent
a change in the weather,
then it’s not so bad,” Radner
said. “If they are an indication of climate change, that’s
a problem.”
Either way, white students are likely to continue
holding a disproportionate
number of seats in the city’s
highest-performing schools.
One in four white elementary school students attends
a selective enrollment or
magnet school this year, the
Reporter found, while only 14
percent of African-American
and 10 percent of Latino
students go to top schools.
—Angela Caputo

In the top tier
White students are
disproportionately represented in Chicago’s
selective enrollment
and magnet schools
since a desegregation
consent was lifted in the
fall of 2009.

Percentage of students
enrolled in selective/
magnet schools by race
2010

2012

White

23%

25%

Black

14%

14%

Latino

9%

10%

Source: Chicago Public Schools

The Chicago Reporter is blogging daily. Go to www.chicagonow.com/chicago-muckrakers
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Q&A Julio Rodriguez

A Latino activist puts a
brown face to Chicago’s
LGBT community.
The Association of Latino Men for Action Co-Founder Julio Rodriguez has been advocating for the Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender
community among Latinos since 1989. Photo by Marc Monaghan.

Changing the culture
By Samantha Caiola
In June 1994, more than 30 gay Latino men set out to march
in the Chicago Puerto Rican Parade, carrying for the first time
the banner for The Association of Latino Men for Action. By
the time the procession reached the finish line, only 20 remained. The others dropped out one by one, realizing that
each step they took was a step toward coming out—a process
that was and still is controversial in Latino culture.
Julio Rodriguez, co-founder and board president of the
association, was at the front of that parade and is at the
forefront of LGBT Latino activism today. As a gay Puerto
Rican man who was reluctant to come out to his own family,
Rodriguez understands the fear and anxiety that many Latino
men feel when trying to express their sexuality. That was
the motivation behind his decision to found the association
in 1989. The association’s acronym, “alma,” means “spirit” or
“soul” in Spanish—symbolizing the coming together of the
gay and Latino communities, Rodriguez said.
“There were coming-out groups—but [not for those] who
could speak Spanish or understood the cultural context for
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coming out for somebody who was born
For more info
Puerto Rican or Cuban
For more about The Association
or Mexican and how
of Latino Men for Action, go to
that skewed their whole
www.almachicago.org.
sense of sexuality and
gender,” Rodriguez said.
Since its inception,
the association has been working to fill a void in services
that Rodriguez saw for gay Latino men, helping them to chip
away at family issues and discriminatory policies that prevent
them from living full and healthy lives. Through advocacy and
scholarship programs, Rodriguez has put a brown face to Chicago’s LGBT community, reaching about 400 Latino men and
bringing visibility to a previously neglected demographic.
Rodriguez does his work in Boystown on the city’s North
Side with only one full-time and one part-time staffer—one
for the LGBTQ Immigrant Rights Project and one for Strength
in Unity, a partner organization with a focus on health care.

The association received its initial funding from the Centers
for Disease Control and Prevention but now works off
individual donations and relies on volunteers to help execute
programming.
The Chicago Reporter sat down with Rodriguez to talk about
his work.

How does coming out to a Latino family differ
from coming out to, say, a white family?
Probably, the hardest thing people had to deal with is this
sense of ‘coming out means I leave my family.’ We had to reorient our coming-out groups to say, ‘No, it’s about integrating
your family with who you really are and finding ways to help your
family to accept [it]—if not accept that you’re gay, accept that
you’re going to be who you are [and] you’re still going to be part
of the family.’

What is the first step in dealing with HIV/AIDS in
the Latino community?
One of the risk factors to infection was really how people felt
about themselves. The less confident you felt about yourself, the
less loved you felt about yourself, the more likely it is that you
would seek partners in high-risk situations. The support groups
were about building self-esteem and self-confidence and to recognize that being in a gay relationship was just as valid as being
in a heterosexual relationship, and you should respect your body.
This is particularly true for Latino men who were more effeminate and who very much had identification with Latino women—
which is that men and macho men are in control of the relationship. So they too played very passive roles, which also meant
that they allowed themselves to be dictated on how the sex was
going to be, and often times it was unprotected.

Where does the language barrier come in?
In Latino culture, it’s really hard because I’m throwing out the
word ‘gay,’ and it’s just flying off of my tongue. But in Spanish
you have two options. You have very clinical options or very, very
derogatory terms. So when you’re trying to tell your parents that
you’re gay, you don’t have the luxury of using terminology that
softens the blow. One of the things that I think is probably undervalued is how important it is to help families realize that when
you have a gay or bisexual child, that when they come out, you
come out, too. And that’s probably the hardest thing. And when
you take Latino culture, where families are so close, my telling
my dad that, I remember him thinking, ‘I’m going to have to defend you to all of these people who’ve known you for so long.’

that you’re in a civil union, you can use the same kind of reasoning, that ‘I’m in a committed relationship, so if you deport me,
you’re dissolving our family.’

How does this fit into what’s going on in the LGBT
community as a whole?
The immigration doesn’t even scratch the surface to the kind
of homophobia that’s out there, that has pushed a lot of people
into the closet for fear that they’ll be deported. I think of Priscilla
who’s on the Broadway stage, and everyone thinks, ‘Isn’t that
amazing, isn’t that fabulous?’ Right. But that same drag queen, if
she walks out on Broadway and 5th Avenue and does anything
wrong, a cop will push her into a car, rape her, throw her into a
cell with a group of men, and nobody will say, ‘Oh well, that’s too
bad, somebody should be doing something about that.’
That’s what the real travesty is. It’s all a lie that people really have come a long way around the gay, lesbian, bisexual and
transgender issue. I think that sometimes people see the progress we’ve made as a gay community, but what they don’t realize
is that while we’ve made a lot of progress in the women’s movement and the civil rights movement, you still have presidential
campaigns where people can still scapegoat us. They can make
deliberate statements about us in ways that no one else would
tolerate. The only thing we can do is continue to try to work with
other organizations so that we can refer them places. Right now
what we do is we work with organizations that we think at least
will be sensitive to them, but I can tell you they’re few and far
between.

What are some specific problems in this
community in terms of health care?
Imagine somebody who’s monolingual Spanish-speaking
who’s sick. Maybe early stages of HIV, maybe because they
have an STD. They won’t go to a primary-care clinic because
when they walk in there, the person sitting on the other side of
the table is going to say, ‘So tell me how did you get this STD?’
They’re like, ‘I’m not going down that road because not only do
you know me because you see me all the time in the community, but if I tell you, you’re going to tell everyone else.’ When I
used to go to a straight doctor, the first thing he would ask me
is, ‘OK, are you protecting yourself against HIV?’ ’Cause I’m a
gay man, that doesn’t necessarily mean the only health issue I
have to worry about is HIV. Why aren’t you talking to me about
the fact that I’m Latino, and Latinos have a higher rate of diabetes? It’s because your sexuality now defines the kind of health
care you’re going to get. Undocumented, gay, Latino men wait
until they have full-blown AIDS before they get help. So many of
those guys will die.

What can be done in the LGBT Latino community
in regards to immigration issues?

How is the association financed?

There are a lot of binational couples in the gay community,
and they’re kind of invisible because nobody talks about them.
We started to push on the fact that, because of the way immigration law defines families and couples, many gay couples are
excluded from that. You can have a couple who’s straight and,
because they’re married, that other partner won’t get deported.
But for a gay couple, your relationship isn’t recognized. We have
couples who actually move to Mexico because they have to be
with their partner because they can’t stay here because their
partner’s going to be deported. We’ve worked in [President Barack] Obama’s administration, and the one positive thing they’ve
done is a new review process for those couples. If you can show

Even in Chicago, the third-largest city in the country, getting
funding to do work in the gay community is like pulling teeth—let
alone public funding. I work for the State of Illinois, the biggest
funding source for all not-for-profits, and yet you can probably
count on one hand the number of organizations that get state
funding to do gay-specific work. And that’s a travesty. That’s just
ridiculous. Right now, I’m having to basically sell people on the
concept that there’s a need for a gay and immigration group to
come together to address issues of detention for transgender
people. I have to convince people that that has to be done, even
though there are trans people right now being raped in centers
all over the country.
n
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COVER STORY Wage Theft

Waiting
in vain
Workers who file wage-theft claims at the
Illinois Department of Labor face a long
delay and steep odds of winning back full
wages. By María Inés Zamudio

J

ose didn’t think his life could get any worse.
That was until he opened his eyes and realized he was
lying in the middle of the street feeling a debilitating
pain in his back, knee and left eye. He had been hit by a
car as he biked his way back from delivering food.
“My God, why do I have such a bad luck?” he asked
himself as the ambulance hauled him off to a hospital.
For six months before the accident, the 29-year-old Guatemalan had been working at Mello’s Carry Out restaurant, toiling inside the kitchen for 60 hours a week, earning $6 an hour.
He occasionally delivered food, too. He knew the owner was
breaking the law by not paying him $8.25 an hour, the state’s
minimum wage, and overtime compensation, but he never
brought it up because he was afraid of losing his job. Besides,
the owner had promised him a raise.
Jose returned to work the next day—with several bruises
and pain in his back and knee—only to be told that his boss
wouldn’t cover any medical bills.
“You don’t have papers or rights,” he allegedly told Jose,
whose name has been changed to protect his identity. “I’m going to call immigration on you because you don’t deserve to
be here.”
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Jose, who earned less than minimum wage
and didn’t receive overtime compensation,
filed a wage-theft claim at the Illinois
Department of Labor. He’s been waiting
for a year to recover owed wages, but he
has so far received only one letter from the
department confirming the receipt of his
claim. Photo by Marc Monaghan.
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T

hat was the last straw.
He called a workers’ compensation attorney for help
and reported the owner to the Illinois Department of
Labor for violating minimum wage and overtime laws, claiming the nonpayment of $11,652.
That was February 2011. So far, Jose has received only one
letter from the department, dated July 28, 2011, noting that his
case was under investigation. He has since resigned to thinking that nothing good will come out of his case. “I don’t think
I’m ever going to see that money,” he said.
Jose is among an unfortunate few whose claims of wage theft
at the Labor Department are stuck in a bureaucratic logjam.
Even if the investigation into his case were to reach its conclusion, the odds against recouping the full amount of money
the department determines he’s owed are steep, according to a
Chicago Reporter analysis of “wage claim inquiry pages,” one of
the few electronic records maintained by the department.
Of more than 5,700 cases of wage theft opened in 2010, an
estimated 6.3 percent were still pending as of late 2011, the Reporter analysis shows. An average wage-theft claim took about
seven months to be investigated and reach its resolution—
successful or otherwise.
Among the cases completed and closed, the department
found wage-law violations an estimated 59.5 percent of the

Power Points
The Chicago Reporter examined wage-theft records from
the Illinois Department of Labor and found that workers
face a long wait and steep odds in recovering lost wages.
On average, the Labor Department took seven months to
resolve wage complaints. The Reporter also found:
 The department found wage-law violations in an
estimated 59.5 percent of closed cases, but only an
estimated 28 percent of those cases led to verifiable
full payments.
 An estimated 54 percent of the valid cases were
labeled “assumed paid.” The department had a
confirmation of partial payment or alternate outcome
in only an estimated 10.4 percent of them.

Methodology
The Chicago Reporter analyzed the outcome of wage-theft
claims at the Illinois Department of Labor by examining
the first 800 claims that were filed in 2010. The
department provided the Reporter with the “wage claim
inquiry report”—a one- or two-page summary report of
each wage claim filed under the Fair Labor Standards
Act—for 714 out of 800 cases that were, as of late 2011,
completed and closed. An additional 50 cases were
still pending, and the department could not determine
the fate of 36 others. The reports include the name and
address of the businesses accused of violating labor laws,
as well as dates filed and closed. They also indicate the
status of each case: “dismissed,” “fully paid,” “assumed
paid,” “in court,” “settlement,” “bankruptcy,” “hearing,” or
“alternative resolution.”
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time, but only an estimated 28 percent of those cases led to verifiable full payments, while an additional 17.6 percent resulted
in settlements and other resolutions or ended up in court.
The remainder—an estimated 54.4 percent—were closed
and filed away after being labeled as “assumed paid,” even
though the department’s “wage claim inquiry pages” show
that only an estimated 10.4 percent of them have resulted in
partial payment or alternate outcome.
Anjali Julka, the department’s communications manager,
said not all activities that took place in some “assumed paid”
cases are reflected in electronic records. “We realize that our
computer system does not allow us to capture … all of the wages that are recovered in an easily retrievable manner,” she said.
Julka also explained that the “assumed paid” label can be
applied not only to cases that lead to partial payment or settlement but also to any case in which a worker fails to respond
to a “legal action questionnaire” that asks for consent and necessary information to file lawsuits.
Jose Oliva, a longtime Chicago labor organizer who is now
the national policy director of the Restaurant Opportunities
Centers United, said the department should be placing the
onus on employers to prove they made restitution payment,
rather than relying on workers to file more paperwork.
The department “doesn’t go far enough before closing the
claim,” he said. “It is side-stepping the responsibility of the
employer, and it doesn’t ensure that the worker is going to get
the money he is owed.”
By deadline, the Labor Department had not provided the Reporter with paper files to determine how much of the analyzed
“assumed paid” cases led to partial payment or settlement.
Kim Bobo, author of “Wage Theft in America” and executive director of the Chicago-based Interfaith Worker Justice,
said the findings reflect workers’ perception and reinforces the
notion that relying on government agencies to recover wages
doesn’t work.
“A lot of folks don’t file [a wage complaint] because they
see it as a waste of time,” Bobo said. “They see the process as
terribly long where you may not even get the money.”
But Joe Costigan, the department’s director, said he believes most cases can soon be handled in an expedited manner,
thanks to the amendments to the Illinois Wage Payment and
Collection Act, which took effect in January 2011. “We’re in
the process of implementing the new law,” he said. “We think
the law will provide workers with plenty of mechanics and resources, and we are committed to making that work.”

I

n 2008, researchers from the University of Illinois at Chicago conducted a survey of 1,140 low-wage workers in an
attempt to quantify how often employers in Cook County
break labor laws. The study, “Unregulated Work in Chicago,”
found that 47 percent of low-wage workers experienced wage
theft at least once during the previous work week. Collectively,
these workers lost more than $7.3 million per week as a result
of labor law violations.
To Bobo, the grim statistics are no surprise.
Wage theft has increased in the past 30 years and has gotten significantly worse in the past couple of years, said Bobo,
who explained that having fewer labor unions has played a
major part. She also pointed out that the growth of the staffing industry has diminished the work relationship that once
existed between workers and employers.
“If you were faithful to a company, that company was going
to be faithful to you,” she said. “I think I have seen an entire

Chicago Community and Workers’ Rights organized a group of workers to protest on a recent Monday morning to recoup owed wages. In 2011, the
nonprofit helped workers recover about $500,000 in wages by bypassing the Illinois Department of Labor. Photo by Marc Monaghan.
erosion of contact between employers and workers, and if you
no longer feel responsible for any of your workers’ health care
and pension, then you probably don’t care about paying them
fairly either.”
To recoup lost wages, a small number of workers rely on the
court system. At the U.S. District Court in the Northern District of Illinois, for example, there were 304 lawsuits filed in
2010 claiming the violation of the federal Fair Labor Standards
Act, the Reporter found. About 34 percent of those cases were
class-action lawsuits.
Christopher Williams, former director of the Working
Hands Legal Clinic, which represented low-wage workers in
75 lawsuits filed in 2011, said the small number of wage-theft
cases is due in part to the fact that attorneys have little incentive to take these cases. Private attorneys “only go after cases
where employers have a lot of assets or employers who will be
able to pay,” he said.
Outside the court, many workers turn to nonprofit labor
groups for help. Most of these groups use “direct action,” like
sending a delegation to speak with the employer or staging
protests, to recoup wages. The Chicago Community and Workers’ Rights, for example, helped recover almost $500,000 in
2011 alone.
Still, the official line of defense for workers is the Labor
Department. But navigating the process can take a long time.
First, a worker submits a wage-theft claim, either by going to
the department’s downtown office or mailing in the form. An
employer is then notified of the claim and has 15 days to re-

spond. If the employer does not reply, the case gets assigned
to one of the department’s four investigators and two additional staff members. If the employer contests the claim, the
department begins the process of arranging a hearing.
In 2010, the department received 5,722 cases, and it completed and closed an estimated 89.3 percent of them, taking
about seven months on average, the Reporter analysis shows.
As of late 2011, an estimated 6.3 percent were still pending,
and the outcome of the remaining 4.5 percent were unknown.
Of the closed cases, the department found an estimated
59.5 percent to have a valid claim of wage theft. As per its protocol, the department issued “demand letters” to employers,
instructing the payment be mailed to the department, which
in turn forwards it to workers. But such payments were made
only in an estimated 28 percent of the valid cases, while 17.6
percent led to settlement and other resolutions or, when employers contested, ended up in court.
The department closed the rest of the valid cases—or 54.4
percent—by labeling them as “assumed paid.” In only 10.4
percent of these cases, the department’s “wage claim inquiry
pages” show that the workers received a partial payment, or
that the cases reached an alternate resolution. In one case, the
department ordered Community Care Systems to pay $4,000,
but a month later, the worker received a check for $195.55.
The “wage claim inquiry pages” do not account for specific outcomes of the other 89.6 percent of the “assumed paid”
cases. Julka said this is due to the inadequate capacity of the
department’s electronic filing system, but by using paper doc-
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An arduous road to recouping lost wages
After filing a wage-theft claim, an average worker waited about seven months for the case to be resolved, successfully
or otherwise, and faced stiff odds in recovering owed wages fully.

The Chicago Reporter analyzed 800 of the 5,722 claims of wage theft filed with the Illinois Department of Labor in 2010
6%

5%

50 cases
were still
pending
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89%
The status of 36 cases
was unknown

714 cases
were completed
41%

60%

289 cases
had been
dismissed

In 425 cases violations
of labor law were found

An average wage-theft claim filed with the Illinois
Department of Labor took about 7 months to be
resolved—successfully or otherwise.
 Dismissed cases: 7 months
 Fully paid cases: 7.8 months
 Assumed paid cases: 7 months
 Other outcomes: 11 months

18%

54%

In 75 cases there was
a lawsuit or settlement

231 cases were
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28%

119 cases
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In wage-theft claims that led to full restitution,
workers were demanding an average of about
$2,100. The highest amount paid was $44,591.

10%
24 cases
ended with a partial payment
or alternative resolution

90%
*For 207 cases
results are
unknown

Note: Percentages may not total 100 due to rounding.
*Of nearly 90 percent of the “assumed paid” cases, the Illinois Department of Labor’s electronic records could not detail how much of them led to partial payment or settlement.
Source: Illinois Department of Labor; analyzed by The Chicago Reporter

uments kept for each case, the department can “follow up on
each and every claim to ensure that workers are paid wages
they are owed.”
Julka explained that, besides payments and settlements, a
worker’s failure to respond to a “legal action questionnaire,”
could lead any case to be labeled “assumed paid.”
“The case [is] assumed to be resolved to the employees’
satisfaction,” she said, “only when employees fail to respond
about whether they want to take a contested claim to hearing,
fail to appear at a scheduled hearing or do not respond when
asked to provide information necessary for legal action to be
taken on the case.”
Alejandro Caffarelli, a labor attorney and former Illinois
chapter president of the National Employment Lawyers Association, said he has long concluded that using the department
to recover wages is of no use.
“We would never think of sending someone to the
department of labor when it is so easy and effective to
simply file the claim directly to court,” Caffarelli said. “Many
employers know this and simply refuse to pay without any
practical consequences.”

W

hen Jose agreed to work at Mello’s, he didn’t think
his weekly cash payment of $360 was enough. But
he needed the money.
It had been a month since the 29-year-old lost his job at
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another restaurant, where his boss refused to pay him four
weeks’ wages. After leaving that job, he walked up and down
North Clark Street, going to each restaurant to ask for a job.
Once hired at Mello’s, he worked as a dish washer and later
as an assistant cook. On several occasions, he delivered food.
His hourly wage of $6 never changed—and his boss allegedly
kept some of the tips he got while delivering food. The 10hour shifts were hard, Jose said, but he earned enough to get
by with his wife and son.
“I was hopeful when I came to this country,” Jose said. “I
thought I was going to be able to pay off my debt and help my
family.”
Jose decided to migrate north after Hurricane Stan hit Guatemala and destroyed his family’s crops in 2005. “We lost everything—our crops and our house. We were lucky to get out
alive,” he said in Spanish. “My family got in debt, and [that’s
why] I came here.”
He used the deeds to their land as collateral to borrow
money to help pay off the person who smuggled him across
the border. “It cost me $6,500, and I’m still paying” for the
loan and interest, he said. “I never thought the situation would
be so hard here. I still owe $2,500.”
His first job was doing construction work in Indianapolis
and later he worked at a car wash. He then moved to Nebraska
looking for work but didn’t have any luck there, so he moved
to Tulsa, Okla., and worked at a factory until he got laid off

during the recession. That’s when he decided to try his luck in
Chicago. In time, he managed to save enough money to bring
his wife and son to the city and live in a studio apartment with
another couple.
But the accident changed all that.
“I went back to work the next day,” he said. “I was bruised
and in pain. My back was hurting. My knee and my eye were
still red from the impact. I kept working out of necessity.”
Then the medical bills began to arrive. At first, Jose didn’t
know what to do. The owner refused to pay, and Jose didn’t
have enough money. But one day, he happened to watch a TV
commercial about attorneys helping workers who get injured
on the job. He dialed the number.
Once the owner found out about the attorney, he allegedly
started threatening Jose. “He told me I didn’t have rights because I don’t have [immigration] papers,” he said. “He would
yell at me and tell me that, if he lost the case, he could come
looking for me here or back in Guatemala.”
After two months, he felt so threatened by his boss that he
quit his job.
Buco Kalampiovic, the current owner of Mello’s, denied
paying workers below minimum wage or not compensating
them for overtime. Kalampiovic, who bought the restaurant in
July, said he pays all his workers $9 an hour.
“I don’t know where this is coming from. I’m the new owner,” he said.
Eventually, Jose’s attorney managed to get the restaurant’s
insurance to cover the medical bills, but he has no idea about
the fate of his wage claim at the Labor Department.
A few days after filing his claim, he tried to follow up by
calling the department. He was told not to call—or the case
would be delayed, he said. Then, in July, he received a letter
confirming that the department was investigating his claim.
At the end of the letter, it states: “Do not telephone with inquiries as to case status. Any delays are simply the result of
the number of cases we handle each year.”
Still, late last year, he called once again, but this time, he
was put on hold for 20 minutes. Frustrated, he hung up.

L

abor organizers said they won a major legislative battle
when amendments to the Illinois Wage Payment and
Collection Act were passed in 2010.
The amendments allow the Labor Department to adjudicate
cases involving $3,000 or less, rather than referring them to
the Illinois Attorney General’s Office. It also makes it possible
for workers to seek unpaid wages not only from companies
but also from their individual owners—a change that helps
recover lost wages in case a company files for bankruptcy.
Employers will also have to pay administrative fees of $250
if found liable of owing wages—a pot of money that’s set to go
directly to the department’s enforcement efforts. And workers
can recover legal fees in case they file a lawsuit in civil court.
The amendment also increases the penalty for repeat offenders from a misdemeanor to a felony.
Williams, who helped draft the changes, said the Working
Hands Legal Clinic, along with other organizations, sees this
legislation as an important first step. But there is still more
work to be done, especially improving the enforcement mechanism, he said. “I think we are going to see a year from now
a stack of judgments and no money. The issue is going to be
about how to collect” lost wages, he said.
Costigan said he’s open to more feedback. “The department
is continually re-evaluating its enforcement processes to ensure that the department utilizes its resources as effectively
as possible,” he said. “As always, we are eager for continued

Jose has been waiting for a year for the Illinois Department of Labor to
investigate his wage complaint. Photo by Marc Monaghan.
feedback and suggestions from the labor community.”
Labor organizers cited Costigan’s leadership as a reason to
be optimistic about further improvements.
“There are reasons to be hopeful,” said Leone Jose Bicchieri, executive director for the Chicago Workers’ Collaborative.
“First, Joe has worked for many years with one or more labor
unions, and it makes sense that he is extremely sensitive for
worker issues. Second, within weeks of taking office, the director met with us in person. Those are all signs for hope.”
Costigan was appointed to become the department’s new
director in 2011 by Gov. Pat Quinn. Before his appointment, he
served as the secretary-treasurer for Workers United, an affiliate of the Service Employees International Union. He had also
served as the vice president of the Illinois State AFL-CIO.
Since he took office, Costigan has met with labor organizers and reached out to the consuls general of Mexico, El Salvador and Guatemala to provide information about protections
workers have under state and federal labor laws.
“We are dedicated to the [department’s] mission … fighting for worker’s rights,” Costigan said. “But these are difficult
times in the state’s budget, and conditions are such that we
are looking at ways that we can improve our performance and
do what’s right for workers.”
But the hope that many labor organizers share is nonexistent in Jose’s eyes.
“I feel like I’m never going to recover that money,” he said.
“I haven’t heard back from the Department of Labor. I’m assuming that money doesn’t exist.”
Crystal Vance Guerra and Samuel Charles helped research this article.

mzamudio@chicagoreporter.com
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Getting back pay

Labor groups resolve wage disputes by taking matters to employers
By María Inés Zamudio

O

n a sunny cold Saturday
morning, dozens of workers
gathered at Edgewater Presbyterian Church to strategize.
After weeks of mobilizing with protests, press conferences and lawsuits,
the former workers for Rolf’s Patisserie
in Lincolnwood were not ready to slow
down or give up. They vowed to win
back their last paychecks and severance pay—a fight they have been waging
since December, when the bakery closed
abruptly.
“They need to know that they need
to pay us because we are not going away,”
said Karen Leyva, a six-year Rolf’s veteran who is fighting alongside 135 other
former employees. Turning to the crowd,
she said, “You need to start thinking
how you are going to spend your money
because we are going to win.”
The room erupted with claps, cheers
and laughs.
One of the first moves the workers
made when the company closed and the
checks started bouncing was to turn to
ARISE Chicago, a faith-based labor organization, for help.

ARISE Chicago is among a number of
similar labor organizations across Chicago that often bypass channels officially established for resolving workplace
disputes and take the matters directly to
employers—by staging protests, sending delegations of clergy and community leaders to the workplace on behalf
of workers, and even hiring lawyers.
Their tactics have a long track record
of success. ARISE Chicago, for example,
has helped more than 2,800 workers
since it opened its worker center in 2002
and helped recover nearly $4.7 million in
owed wages, said Adam Kader, the center’s director.
Kader said organizations like his provide various advantages to the workers.
First, they can help the workers recover wages in the fastest way possible.
“We found that the workers were overwhelmingly getting paid faster using the
direct action,” Kader said. “We think
about what’s the fastest and most efficient way of getting the wages owed
while empowering the worker.”
Using this approach can also prove
therapeutic. “A lot of workers think [it]
is their fault when employers don’t pay,”
Kader said. “When they start a campaign,
they find mutual support and they start

Shelly Ruzicka, director of operations at ARISE Chicago, talks to former Rolf’s Patisserie workers
who say the bakery owes them wages after it closed abruptly. Photo by Marc Monaghan.
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realizing that they are not the only ones
being exploited.”
And labor groups can get around the
fact that many workers, especially those
undocumented, feel apprehensive about
dealing with governmental agencies or
reluctant to face a complicated, long
process, said Leone Jose Bicchieri, executive director for the Chicago Workers’
Collaborative.
At ARISE, organizers keep track of
every worker who calls. In 2011, they
received 1,476 calls, and 549 workers
attended the nonprofit’s workshops on
labor and safety laws.
Organizers also tailor the campaigns
on a case-by-case basis. Flow charts of
the campaign process hang on top of
every organizer’s desk. The charts help
strategize and assist workers in figuring
out what’s the best way to recoup wages
and how to pick the cases that would
make the best campaigns.
ARISE began collecting data on every
campaign in 2002. Using data analysis,
organizers can map out which wards in
the city have many of the businesses
that violate labor laws. That in turn
helps organizers inform aldermen.
Kader said the analysis shows that
most of the violations are found in manufacturing and construction for male
workers, while violations for women are
common in restaurants, cleaning and
maintenance.
At other labor groups, organizers are
having success employing a similar approach. In 2011 alone, the Chicago Community and Workers’ Rights helped
more than 1,100 workers recover about
$500,000 in lost wages, while the Chicago Workers’ Collaborative helped recoup $200,000 in owed wages.
At the Working Hands Legal Clinic,
attorneys take on these cases pro bono
when direct action doesn’t work. In
2011, the nonprofit filed 75 lawsuits on
behalf of workers.
Ultimately, what makes the difference for a lot of the workers is that labor
groups can help the workers navigate
through the process, Bicchieri said.
“We let people know that they won’t
be alone,” Bicchieri said. “That’s why
worker centers, churches and other
groups are so important in helping workers navigate through this system.”
n

INVESTIGATION Youth Violence

In September 2008, Eternity Gaddy and her mother were visiting relatives in Humboldt Park. Just hours before they were planning to return home,
the 13-year-old was struck by a stray bullet while standing outside her aunt’s apartment. She died the next day. Photo by Carlos Javier Ortiz.

Too young to die
Since 2008, more than 530 youth have been killed in Chicago with nearly
80 percent of the homicides occurring in 22 community areas on the
South, Southwest and West sides. By Kari Lydersen and Carlos Javier Ortiz

‘P

our out your heart like water/
For the lives of your children/
Let justice roll down like
waters/Righteousness like
an everflowing stream.”
So sang a soaring chorus of voices—
young and old—inside Hyde Park Union
Church on Nov. 6. The songs were interrupted by a somber litany of names: Chicago youth killed since the school year
started in 2008. The event was called
“Urban Dolorosa,” a commemoration
held at five different churches around
Chicago in November casting the Biblical mourning of Mary for her son in the
context of contemporary youth violence.
The scene is a painful and all-toofamiliar reminder of the youth violence

epidemic that has gripped Chicago, the
home of more youth homicides than any
other American city. Today, Chicago has
a youth homicide rate more than double
those of New York and Los Angeles.
In Chicago, more than 530 people under the age of 21 have been killed since
2008 and many more have been shot or
have otherwise suffered violence—often
at the hands of their peers and particularly in the city’s African-American and
Latino communities. Nearly 80 percent
of youth homicides occurred in 22 black
or Latino communities on the city’s
South, Southwest and West sides—
even though just one-third of the city’s
population resided in those communities. The rate of youth homicide in West

These stories are part of a four-part
series on youth violence. For more,
go to www.chicagoreporter.com.
Funding for this project was provided
by The Chicago Community Trust via
the Community Media Workshop,
the Richard H. Driehaus Foundation,
and the Mansfield Institute for Social
Justice and Transformation.
Englewood on the city’s South Side, for
instance, was nearly five times higher
than the citywide mark.
In contrast, there have been 22 other Chicago communities with no more
than one youth killing since 2008. Many
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were located on the city’s North Side.
But others, like Beverly, Garfield Ridge,
Hyde Park and Mount Greenwood, did
not lose any youth to violence but are
next to or just a few minutes drive from
others with some of the highest youth
homicide rates in the city, like Woodlawn, Roseland and Morgan Park.
Much attention has been paid to the
crisis. Community groups have held
countless marches, candlelight vigils and
events featuring empty desks signifying
slain students.
After Christian Fenger Academy
High School student Derrion Albert was
beaten to death in September 2009, U.S.
Attorney General Eric Holder and U.S.
Secretary of Education Arne Duncan
visited Chicago and pledged to address
youth violence, with Duncan calling Albert’s death “a line in the sand.” They
announced a $500,000 grant to restore
a peaceful environment at Fenger. Yet
the drumbeat of violence continued,
with 218 student shootings and 27 student deaths reported during the ensuing
school year, according to media reports
quoting then-CPS CEO Ron Huberman.
And while the framing of violence suffered by Chicago public school students
has focused much of the attention—and
resources—on that population, the most
dangerous time for young people in Chicago may be the first few years after high
school. Since 2008, a total of 247 young
people between the ages of 18 and 20
have been murdered in Chicago, nearly
as many as the 286 under the age of 18
who’ve been killed during that span.
Each death or serious injury also
causes wide-ranging ripple effects on
friends and family members who are
left with the psychological burden of
witnessing violence. Studies strongly
suggest that when young people live in
neighborhoods plagued by violence, even
when they don’t directly suffer violence,
they are considerably more likely to suffer from post-traumatic stress disorder,
depression and anxiety, and are more
prone to behavioral problems and academic underachievement.
The number of youth deaths and
shootings has not been significantly reduced despite efforts by Chicago politicians and police, including the Community Alternative Policing Strategy,
the concentration of officers in neighborhoods with high gang activity, the
“Culture of Calm” program instituted in
“high-risk” public schools, and the efforts of well-known nonprofit organizations like the peer intervention group
CeaseFire. Community members, youth
advocates and youth themselves consis-
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Homicide epicenter
Twenty-two black or Latino
community areas on Chicago’s
South, Southwest and West sides
are home to about one-third of
the city’s population, but nearly
80 percent of youth homicides
occurred there.
There were 537
youth homicides
(under 21) in
Chicago from
January 2008 to
January 2012.

Source: Chicago Police Department

tently say that it is nearly impossible to
curb youth violence without addressing
the underlying social conditions: extreme racial and economic segregation, a
lack of job opportunities, limited access
to higher education, violence-plagued
and underfunded public schools, broken
families and a general feeling of hopelessness and marginalization among
many Chicago residents.
“What is the mindset of the person
when the future holds no hope?” asked
Wiley Rogers, 70, a long-time community activist in Woodlawn and a former
social worker for the Chicago Department of Public Health. “Historically, every generation has had the promise and
hope of the future out there. These kids
don’t have that. What matters is today.
It leads to this horrible fatalism, where
life ain’t worth living anymore.”
Despite the daunting nature of the
problem, many Chicagoans are fighting
in their own personal ways against the
epidemic of violence and despair. In this
series on youth violence, The Chicago
Reporter profiles several groups and individuals whose efforts are not reflected in
crime statistics or economic indicators,
but who nevertheless have an undeniable impact on their communities.
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The nascent group Spitfire uses music to offer a positive but unvarnished
outlet for young rappers coming from
neighborhoods where violence “is always easy to find, and if you don’t pay
attention it will find you,” in the words
of 22-year-old Bronzeville resident Eric
Brown, aka musician Young DBoy Low.
Simply telling stories—set to beats—of
real life in the ’hood and the struggle to
remain humane and sane in the face of
violence is itself an act of resistance and
revival in the eyes of Spitfire founder
Henry Mann and the young artists who
have signed on with the group.
The sister grass-roots activist organizations Southside Together Organizing for Power and Fearless Leading by
Youth use direct action to address the
social and economic inequities that underlie youth violence. They fight for the
rights to decent housing and health care,
among other things, demanding a trauma center for the South Side and opposing the planned closing of public mental
health clinics in poor neighborhoods.
The groups were born around housing
issues in the Woodlawn and Englewood
neighborhoods and accelerated with the
death of Damian Turner, an 18-year-old
founding member who was shot just
blocks from the University of Chicago
Medical Center and died after being
transported downtown to Northwestern
Memorial Hospital.
Ondelee Perteet, 17, never intended
his life to be defined by violence; as a
young teen he avoided gangs and guns.
But that all changed in 2009 when he
was shot in the chin at a party and paralyzed from the neck down. Since then, he
and his mother have lived a brave, stark
personal struggle to survive and succeed
despite the tragedy—simultaneously
becoming a symbol of hope and a living
testament to the horror of gun violence.
When asked what could be done to
reduce the carnage, these community
members echo academic and law-enforcement experts in saying there are no
easy answers. But they stress that people
must not give up. Society must not give
up on the youth in these neighborhoods
and, even more importantly, the youth
must not give up on themselves.
“People believe the negative stereotypes that urban youth are all gangbangers and school dropouts,” said
Kandice Denard, 21, the sister of FLY
co-founder Turner. “But that’s not true.
We just need to exercise our power and
our voices. We need to show people that
youth can really be something.”
Contributing: Alden K. Loury

Trying to survive
A Chicago teen keeps his head up even after taking a bullet to the chin
By Kari Lydersen

‘I

t wasn’t easy trying to survive a
bullet to the chin,” rapped Ondelee Perteet, 17, to the tune of
Lil Wayne beats played off his
smartphone on Nov. 5.
Ondelee was shot in the face at a
birthday party at his older sister’s West
Side apartment during Labor Day weekend in 2009—leaving him paralyzed from
the neck down. His wide, sparkling smile
is unaffected by the puckered scar on the
right side of his chin. Even in the hospital, he claims in his rap, he had a “smile
that could crack a safe. … I keep my head
to the sky, and keep myself energized.”
The lyrics convey the positive attitude Ondelee has strived for since the
shooting. Sitting with his mother, Deetreena Perteet, 45, at the kitchen table in
the Bronzeville apartment they moved
to after the shooting, he touched his Atlanta Falcons baseball cap and described
the custom hat he plans to make. The
moniker “Quadriplegic” will be emblazoned beside images of a bleeding falcon
and a wheelchair. It is a message of empowerment, a claiming of the term from
which some might shy away. It is also
an assertion that he has succeeded and
“become a star … and also in the process
of becoming a man,” as he rapped, despite his loss of movement.
Ondelee’s story has captured the attention of many. WLS, an ABC affiliate, followed him for months after the
shooting, capturing his smile, enthusiasm and unyielding spirit. But his story
is one that has become far more common. While the city’s homicide rate and
overall crime have declined in recent
years, the number of people wounded
by gunfire has increased, according to a
Chicago Reporter analysis of Chicago Police Department data. Between 2004 and
2007, the city averaged 1,751 incidents of
aggravated battery with a firearm—the
department’s classification for nonfatal gunshot victims. However, between
2008 and 2011, the city averaged about

Deetreena Perteet kisses her son, 17-year-old Ondelee Perteet, who was paralyzed from the neck
down in 2009 when a bullet severed his spine. Photo by Carlos Javier Ortiz.
100 more such crimes each year.
If life is often an emotional roller
coaster for teenagers, it is exponentially
more so for Ondelee. He had a “meltdown” the other day, his mother said,
where he talked about going out in the
street and letting a car hit him.
Ondelee has regained a remarkable
amount of motion considering that
doctors predicted he would never walk
again. He had been undergoing intensive
physical therapy several times a week at
the Schwab Rehabilitation Hospital. He
can move his left arm enough to do basic tasks and even play video games. He
can move his feet around substantially
while sitting in his wheelchair. And he
recently walked for 15 minutes on the
treadmill with the help of a harness.
Ondelee’s therapy at Schwab ended in
December because Schwab staff decided
that his progress had reached its plateau,
according to Schwab spokeswoman Dianne Hunter. Initially, Perteet was distraught and furious about the move. But
she’s OK with the decision now.
“I’m not a therapist, but give me a

cane and I’ll get him walking!” she declared. “We’re going to keep doing exercises at home,” she said. “He told me,
‘Mom, we can do this!’”
In October, Robert Sansberry, 17, was
convicted of aggravated battery with a
firearm for shooting Ondelee. Sansberry
had been told to leave the party after he
argued with Ondelee; he returned later
and opened fire, according to testimony
at the trial, though Ondelee did not see
who shot him.
On Feb. 3, Sansberry was sentenced
to 20 years in prison. Perteet said she
doesn’t hate Sansberry, and she feels for
his family, but she thinks he deserves a
lengthy sentence.
“I don’t hate him. I can’t harbor hate
or I can’t move on with my life,” she said
while cooking macaroni and cheese,
broccoli and tilapia. “But I want him to
have time to think about what he’s done
[and] to be held accountable for his actions. They wouldn’t expect any less of
us, if our family had done this.”
Perteet comes off as animated and
resilient, but she shifts quickly and in-
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Ondelee Perteet raps with a friend at a Hyde Park restaurant. Though doctors predicted he would
never walk again, Ondelee regained a remarkable amount of motion. Photo by Carlos Javier Ortiz.
voluntarily to tears when she talks of
how the shooting has changed her son’s
life, and her own. Sometimes his friends
come over and they talk and joke like old
times, she said. But then when the other
guys get ready to go out, her son can’t go
with them.
“There are so many things he can’t
do. He’s the man of the house, but he
can’t help me with the groceries. He
can’t take the trash out. He can’t play
basketball. He can’t go swimming. He
got a life sentence in a chair.”
Before the shooting, Ondelee was on
the swim team at Orr Academy High
School, where he was about to start his
freshman year. “He could have been the
next Michael Phelps,” Perteet said. “But
that was taken away from him.”
Perteet hasn’t worked since the
shooting—taking care of her son is a
full-time job, including going to Walter
H. Dyett High School during the day to
help him. She said former co-workers at
the janitorial service where her mother
also works continue to ask when she’s
coming back.
“I didn’t have a permanent position
yet, but I was well on the way because
I was a good worker. I loved my job,”
she said, noting that she once worked
for a week on a seriously injured knee
because she didn’t want to call in sick.
“Now I don’t have a job. I don’t have a
boyfriend. I’m a single mother on call 24
hours a day for him. [Sansberry] turned
my life upside down.”
She struggles to make ends meet on
the $698 a month in disability payments

18 THE CHICAGO REPORTER |

that Ondelee gets—the sole income supporting Perteet, Ondelee, his 15-year-old
sister and his 19-year-old sister in college at Western Illinois University.
“I told her she had to get a job,” Perteet said of her daughter in college. “But
then I realized, ‘No—she needs to be
concentrating on her studies.’ She needs
to do well so she can support me when
I’m old.”
Strangers and acquaintances have donated to the Determination Fund set up
for the family, but Perteet worries public
attention will soon wane while Ondelee’s needs will be lifelong. They are able
to afford their Bronzeville apartment
thanks to a Housing Choice voucher,
which means they pay only a third of
their income in rent. Sometimes, the
disability payments just barely cover
gas, food and other necessities, but
sometimes they don’t. After the shooting, a car dealership donated a specially
equipped minivan, which in April was
stolen from outside their home. Later,
another car dealership donated another
vehicle. Ondelee had been using a lift
to help him get in and out of bed. He’s
regained enough strength and motion
in his arms that he no longer needs it.
So, in a gesture to repay the generosity
shown them, Perteet hopes to donate
the lift to another family.
She said her sister was shot two
weeks after her son was shot. In one of
countless family photos in collages on
the walls, her sister and son both smile
brightly, the braces on her sister’s arms
the only hint that something is not right.
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“He’s doing as well as he is today because
of all these people,” said Perteet, sweeping her hands across the family photos.
Near the photos hangs her son’s certificate naming him a Peace Ambassador
by New Life Community Church and for
making the honor roll at Orr last year—he
transferred to Dyett prior to this school
year. Perteet said she would be able to
accept her son’s injury more easily if he
had been involved in gangs and violence
himself—but that wasn’t the case.
“If you live by the sword, you die
by the sword,” she said. “But he wasn’t
out on street corners gangbanging. He
would play basketball, walk through the
neighborhood with his friends hollering
at girls, the things 14-year-olds do.”
Now 17 and a high school junior,
Ondelee is at an age when most young
people are striving to establish independence from their parents, and his mother understands and respects this even
as she is brutally honest with her son
about how his options are limited. She
admired his determination to return to
school early on, even as he was suffering
from an infection that caused a strong
smell. People stared at him on the city
bus, she remembered, and she boldly
confronted them saying, “Look! This is
what gun violence looks like.”
When asked about college, Perteet
said that her son visited Chicago State
University. He indicated that he would
rather go out of town. “You can’t do
that,” she stated flatly.
As Ondelee described the Quadriplegic hat he wants to design and rapped
at the dinner table, he and his mother
smiled and laughed together, brainstorming about how he can find time in a recording studio or set up some affordable
digital recording equipment at home.
After dinner was cleared, Perteet told
her son he should do his exercises. His
face went blank, as if a curtain had been
pulled over the sparkling smile. He ignored her at first but then burst out,
“You don’t know how much it hurts.”
He was still sore from the treadmill two
days earlier, and not just his legs but his
abdominal muscles and shoulders, especially from holding up his paralyzed
right arm. “That’s your muscles getting
stronger. That’s how you’ll get to walk
and use the restroom alone,” she encouraged. He shook his head slightly, not
meeting her eyes.
“You don’t understand,” he said.
“It hurts everywhere, everyday. All the
time.”
Donations to the Determination Fund can be
sent to P.O. Box 53598, Chicago IL 60653.
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PARTING SHOT Don Cornelius Memorial

February 8, 2012
R&B and jazz soloist Teresa Griffin sings to an audience of more than 200 Chicagoans gathered to celebrate the life and legacy of
“Soul Train” creator Don Cornelius at the Museum of Broadcast Communications on State Street. Photo by Jason Reblando.

