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PUBLISHER’S NOTE Reporter News

Time to sound the alarm
It could have been Drew.
That thought has been my
personal preoccupation lately. I think often about my
younger brother, who could
have been a casualty of multiple wars—in Afghanistan,
Iraq, and right at our back
door—on the South Side of
Chicago.
Drew could be just another
number, one of the 506 people
killed in Chicago last year.
On Dec. 31, Sgt. First Class
Andrew N. Washington Jr. officially retired with an honorable discharge after 21 years
in the U.S. Army. Our family
embraced the moment with
ecstatic relief.
He did a stint in Afghanistan in 2002. In 2003, he was
dispatched to Iraq to help
launch a war. After that, South
Korea. He managed to survive those tours unscathed.
I am relieved, but also proud,
especially of his 12-year assignment to the 160th Soar
(A), the elite Army helicopter unit famously involved
in the “Black Hawk Down”
operation and the Osama bin
Laden mission.
Back in 1991, Drew enlisted to escape the economically
depressed, perilous streets
of the South Side neighborhoods where he grew up. He
is not alone. Many minorities choose the military as an
alternative to urban poverty

Laura S. Washington,
Interim Publisher
Opinions expressed by the
interim publisher are her own.
We welcome letters. Send them
to tcr@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.
and violence.
Ironically, if he had stayed
in his youthful stomping
grounds—Chatham, South
Shore, or Woodlawn, he
might well be dead today.
For too many young people,
the Windy City has earned a
tragic, new nickname: Murder Central.
That’s the chilling conclusion from a new installment
in The Chicago Reporter’s on-

Reporter News
With this issue, The Chicago Reporter
kicks off two new features, “#Muckrakers” and “In Focus.” They will showcase investigations, enterprise reporting and photojournalism previously
published at www.chicagoreporter.com
and on our Chicago Muckrakers blog.
Blogger/reporter Megan Cottrell
has been named the recipient of a
Studs Terkel Community Media Award.
The honor, which goes to “outstanding media professionals for excellence
in covering and reflecting Chicago’s
diverse communities,” is well-deserved

going “Too Young to Die” series, featured in this issue.
During the past five years,
the number of Chicagoans
murdered before their 25th
birthday surpassed 1,000. In
2012, 243 homicide victims
were under 25, a 26 percent
increase from 2010, shows
a timely analysis by Alden
K. Loury, a former Reporter
publisher and now a senior
investigator for the Better
Government Association.
Most of the victims of
this “epidemic” of violence
are African Americans and
Latinos on the city’s South
and West sides, Loury reports. Sadly, they are killing
each other.
Those same neighborhoods break the scales when
it comes to the all-too-familiar measurements of urban
maladies:
low-performing
schools, rampant foreclosure
rates, high unemployment,
and teenage pregnancies.
On Feb. 15, the carnage
finally brought President Barack Obama back home to
appear at Hyde Park Career
Academy on Chicago’s South
Side.
In his speech, Obama offered up his own set of numbers to describe a city buckling under the scourge of gun
violence. He compared Chicago’s trauma to the mass murders at an elementary school

recognition for Cottrell, who has been
blogging for the Reporter since 2010.
“Cottrell is a risk-taker; yet every
chance has led her career along a
Terkelian road,” noted the Community
Media Workshop, the award’s sponsor.
“Cottrell’s storytelling style reflects
her passion for people and her need
to make their stories heard by making
news approachable.”
Cottrell joins two other Terkel
award recipients: Dave Hoekstra, staff
writer for the Chicago Sun-Times, and
Fernando Diaz, the managing editor
of Hoy and a Reporter alumnus. The
awards will be presented on March 14

in Newtown, Conn. “Last
year, there were 443 murders
with a firearm on the streets
of this city, and 65 of those
victims were 18 and under,”
the president said. “So that’s
the equivalent of a Newtown
every four months.”
He called for more “ladders of opportunity,” like jobs,
economic development and
educational enrichment programs. He urged more focus
on the promotion of marriage
and parental responsibility, and renewed his push for
more gun control.
Obama was eloquent as
ever, but I have seen this
movie before. The politicians
have been talking programs
and community cohesion
for the last 10, 20, 30, 40,
50 years—back to the Great
Society. Untold millions of
government and private dollars have been invested in our
inner cities.
I don’t know the answers.
I do know those old solutions
didn’t help Drew decades ago,
and I fear they are just as inadequate today.
We need to “sound the
alarm,” Loury writes. We
must change the conversation and acknowledge that
we have created and tolerated
a culture of violence. The entire community must step up,
claim long-term responsibility and act to abolish it.
n

at the 24th Anniversary Studs Terkel
Community Media Awards benefit.
The Reporter is one of eight news
outlets worldwide to receive a grant
from the Investigative Reporters and
Editors Data Journalism Fund, sponsored by Google Ideas. The grant will
fund a Reporter investigation into
Chicago’s public housing programs.
Other Google Ideas awards went
to the Centre for Investigative Reporting in the United Kingdom, selected
to investigate industrial facilities and
emissions in Europe, and to El Pais
newspaper in Spain for its data journalism training program.
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Q & A Tim Shaw

In 1999, Tim Shaw, a veteran of Ringling Bros. and Barnum and Bailey Circus, created an acrobatics team to provide a positive outlet for young
people in the neighborhood. Today, the team draws aspiring performers from all over the Chicago area. Photo by Lucio Villa.

Balancing act

Acrobatics coach strives to take youth to new heights
By Andrea Watson

T

he gym sits on the city’s South Side, a few blocks from
a local church, a few liquor stores and the 95th Street
Red Line stop. Without stepping inside, hardly anyone
would know it’s used for practicing trampoline stunts, jumprope acrobatics and high-flips.
The city’s Robichaux Park gym is where the Chicago Boyz
Acrobatic Team meets several times a week. During an evening
practice session in January, coach Tim Shaw’s voice bounced
off the walls: “Chest out. Always look up—straight ahead.”
The only other sounds are from heavy breathing, shoeless feet
running across the big blue mats and bodies landing from high
jumps. The bass and energy of Shaw’s voice drown them out.
Shaw created the acrobatic team in 1999 to provide alternatives to the negative influences surrounding the neighborhood’s mostly African-American youth. The team, now with
15 members, is designed to promote education and discipline, and to teach them how to become “professionals,” Shaw
said. These are values Shaw learned when he started taking
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acrobatic classes as a
4-year-old in his EngleSee them in action
wood neighborhood.
Visit www.chicagoreporter.com
Shaw, now 35, went
to watch a video of the Chicago
on to spend five years
Boyz Acrobatic Team and hear
as a professional acrobat
about their team experience.
for Ringling Bros. and
Barnum and Bailey
Circus. Then he decided
to devote his time teaching what he learned in his career.
Initially, the team met at Union Park on the West Side
and attracted students from that area. It relocated to the
Washington Heights neighborhood in 2010. The current
location draws aspiring acrobats to auditions from all over
Chicago, even from the suburbs. If they make the team, the
young men have an opportunity to perform in wide-ranging
venues—college half-time shows, parades and festivals. Like
Shaw, some of his former students have been recruited by
Ringling Bros. and other well-known traveling acts.
Shaw recently sat down with The Chicago Reporter to talk
about his acrobatic career.

How did you become interested in acrobatics?
I was always an active kid. I’m the baby of nine, so there was a
lot of activity going on in our household. [We went to] the Sherwood Park district. That’s where you could go and learn how
to play basketball, baseball, football. We did so many different
sports, and I loved and excelled in all of them.

How can you relate to the youth you teach?
I lived in the same environment that they’re facing, and I realized that, if it wasn’t for me becoming a circus performer, my life
probably would have been different as well. I lived in Englewood.
I was surrounded by gangs, drugs, bums and peer pressure. For
me that’s all I knew, and going into an environment like Ringling
Bros.—leaving Chicago, moving to Florida, traveling around an
entire country, just seeing professionals do professional things
at professional jobs—was a real eye-opening experience into
what I could really do with my life. That’s what opened the door
for everything I’m doing right now.

What made you want to form the acrobatic team?
I wanted to change lives. Ringling Bros. changed my life and I
wanted to help change the lives of the young men. Being a circus
performer, enjoying and learning from the experience of traveling the world, becoming more confident in myself and working
in a professional environment, [even] having the friends I’ve
acquired—if that can happen to me, it would be great to give
that experience to other young men. [I want] to give them more
hope, give them things they can achieve and teach them how to
get there.

What are you looking for in a team member?
We want guys who are actively athletic and into some acrobatic activity already. That tends to get the ball rolling. From
there they have to come and audition. They have to show me
what they’ve got. Sometimes we get kids who don’t have the
ability, but we’ll work with them anyway because we see they
can be developed. Sometimes they’ll get a little nervous because
they think they can’t do the things that the guys can do now, but
we’ll see something different and start to work with them.

And they have to maintain a C average?
Yes, C average. They have to pass [their classes]; they can’t
drop out. We’re not looking for guys who are just trying to be
performers. We do professional shows like circuses and television shows and fairs and festivals, and they will think, ‘OK, it’s
only about performing.’ We understand everybody doesn’t want
to go to college, but at least get a high school diploma. From
there, you can become a full-time performer if you like, if the
opportunity is there. We put nine guys from the City of Chicago
in Ringling Bros. in 2005. One of the guys who performed in that
group is now the mascot for the NBA Chicago Sky. Another of
our performers is now on tour with the UniverSoul Circus.

How do the young men in the program change?
They all change when they get to high school. That is the biggest thing I notice. Some of them take a turn for the worse; some
of them take a turn for the better. The ones who really stick with

it learn a lot. They really become smarter, more confident, better
in school, better in class. They know how to focus. Before they
didn’t know how to focus; now they do. They know how to learn
and accept good and bad criticism because being a performer
opens you up to all of that—the good, the bad that people have
to say about you, your own insecurities. It really opens all of that
up and it makes that visible to you.

Some of your students come from troubled backgrounds. Do you have to treat them differently?
I just handle them the same way. I’m a tough coach and I’m
going to tell it like it is. Most guys like that are typically just lost
in some way or another. I understand them. I try to open their
eyes to that, and it’s been pretty positive. Some guys really understand what I’m trying to tell them and how they can change
their lives and make it better, and some of them don’t. The ones
who don’t, I don’t worry about them.
I go to different seminars and symposiums. I take part in
youth conferences all around the country. Most of the methods
I have are from an educated standpoint. You can always go to
something in the books to make sure you do it the right way. At
the end of the day, it’s not your opinion; it’s what’s best for the
youth [who are] involved. You want to make sure you’re giving
them the best opinion that you can, in addition to the love and
the care that you will give them.

How do you promote the team?
I am deeply rooted in the performer community here in Chicago so we get involved with the events and things going on in
the city. We’re able to go into other areas where people can see
us. We’ve been an acrobatic team for the Chicago Bulls since
2000, performing at 10 or more Bulls games every season, so
I’ve been able to get the team out that way. I market the team to
the places that we want to perform at.

A lot of people still see acrobatics as a white
sport. Is that changing?
Even with the creation of the UniverSoul Circus, it still hasn’t
installed a lot of interest in acrobatics or performing on that level. When I was a kid, my coaches were Russian. I had no black
coaches at all until I joined Ringling, which [hired] an AfricanAmerican male coach. You don’t really see them that much. Now
you finally see them more in Chicago because of groups like
mine. We were the second black group to successfully perform
in Ringling Bros. behind the King Charles Troupe from New York
City. Tumbling and acrobatics fall under gymnastics, and there
are no gymnastic centers in any black neighborhood in Chicago.
So, because of this, if you don’t live in the suburbs or North Side
of Chicago, then you will not see any black participants. Also it’s
expensive.

Have any of the boys ever gotten teased for being
on the team?
No, they don’t really get teased. They actually get looked up
to. When people see that they can do what they can do, they become really impressed. Their family, their friends, their schoolmates, their principals, when they see the ability of our young
men, they are so impressed. Our guys, they actually think they’re
little stars, and I have to humble them from time to time.
n
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Road
to ruin
Lawmakers continue to pass
harsher drug laws. And that’s
come at an enormous cost.
By Angela Caputo

I

n August, state Rep. Dennis Reboletti, a Republican
from west suburban Elmhurst, issued a stern warning:
“We are putting [drug] dealers of even small quantities
on notice: You will go to prison.”
Reboletti, a former narcotics prosecutor, had been
pushing his colleagues in the Illinois General Assembly
to help him to slow the “heroin highway.” It’s a nickname that
public officials gave to Interstate 290 because it’s a straight
shot from leafy west suburban communities to a stretch of
Chicago’s poorest neighborhoods. A growing number of suburban teenagers have learned that it’s easy to score drugs there.
A decade ago, Chicago police estimated that 60 percent
of all of the city’s heroin deals were done in neighborhoods
along that expressway. That prompted public officials to try
different tactics for slowing the heroin traffic. In 2002, the
Cook County State’s Attorney’s chief narcotics officer, William O’Brien, vowed to impound the cars of out-of-towners
caught buying drugs on the West Side. “We’re trying to attack the buyers,” O’Brien told the Chicago Sun-Times. Later
that year, state lawmakers made prison time mandatory for
anyone convicted of selling more than 5 grams of heroin. The
threshold was lowered again in August by a law that Reboletti
sponsored. Now anyone convicted of selling 3 grams of heroin
must do mandatory time behind bars.
These enhanced laws are aimed at stemming the flow of
drugs, but they have come at an enormous cost, The Chicago
Reporter found. Under 13 enhanced drug laws enacted from
2000 through 2011, 5,761 sentences have been handed out in
Cook County alone. That led the state to pick up an estimated
$220 million in incarceration costs, the Reporter analysis of
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the Cook County Clerk of the Circuit Court records shows.
The per-inmate costs were calculated based on the Reporter’s
analysis of Illinois Department of Corrections’ records showing
the average time drug offenders serve out of their sentences.
The mandatory sentences also have played a part in pushing Illinois’ prison population to an all-time high of 49,494
in November 2012. “We don’t have the same revolving door,”
said Walter Boyd, executive director of the nonprofit St. Leonard’s Ministries, which provides services to ex-offenders. “But
there are longer sentences, and [inmates] are stacking up.”

Public officials have tried various tactics to slow heroin sales along a
stretch of Interstate 290, known as the “heroin highway,” because it’s easy
to score drugs in the neighborhoods that border it. Photo by Lucio Villa.

Lawmakers have done little to confront the costs before
adopting the laws, the Reporter found. Only three of the 13
drug-related laws enacted in the state Legislature since 2000
came with a financial analysis.
Lawmakers need to start confronting the costs of stricter
drug laws before passing them, said Kathleen Kane-Willis,
the director of Roosevelt University’s Illinois Consortium on
Drug Policy. “It’s sort of like the pension obligation,” she said.
“You can vote for it and not fund it but, eventually, you’ll have
a crisis.”

If there were a financial analysis attached to the bills before,
she added, “it might put the brakes on these sorts of laws.”
The Illinois Sentencing Policy Advisory Council, created by
the state Legislature in 2009 to help lawmakers figure out how
to bring down Illinois’ prison population and costs, dropped
the ball, said Pam Rodriguez, president of Treatment Alternatives for Safe Communities, one of the state’s largest drug
diversion and treatment programs. The sentencing council
failed to study the cost of the latest drug enhancement introduced by Reboletti. “I raised the question, in several venues,
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Eric Ware, who has spent much of his adult life in and out of jail or prison,
is leaning hard on the nonprofit St. Leonard’s House to overcome drug
addiction and put his life back together. Photo by Lucio Villa.

why [the council] didn’t analyze this bill, which is clearly in
their mandate,” Rodriguez said. “I didn’t get a real answer on
that question.”
Kathryn Saltmarsh, the sentencing council’s executive
director, said the answer relates to how the measure moved
through the Legislature. It was stuffed into a shell bill and adopted by law makers within a matter of six days. “Part of the
reality of the political process,” Saltmarsh said, “is that there
are some bills that will never be amenable to [analysis] because they are fast-tracked.”
The rub, Rodriguez said, is that many of the harsher laws
that drove up incarceration numbers have been approved in
recent years, and those changes came at the same time drug
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treatment and other diversion programs—which she sees as
more cost effective—faced cutbacks in the 2000s.
“If we really want to address the impact on public safety,
we have to realize that we can’t punish our way out of a public
health problem,” she said. “Escalating penalties to an already
disadvantaged population has the opposite effect.”
Reboletti, who is also a member of the sentencing council,
said that it’s unfortunate that more money is not invested in
substance abuse or mental health programs.
“I would love, in a perfect world, to be able to put money in
before people end up in the prison system,” Reboletti added.
“At the end of the day, you fight crime the best you can.”
But John Maki, executive director of the prison reform

group, the John Howard Association of Illinois, said the jury
is still out on whether sending nonviolent offenders to prison
is the most effective way to reduce crime. He believes mental
health services and creating decent jobs and housing could be
more effective in driving down corrections costs.
“Prison is a quick fix. It’s a simple reaction—lock ’em up,
and people feel better,” he said. “We need to think about crime
control in a way that’s not just law enforcement.”

E

ric Ware grew up along a stretch that puts the “heroin”
in the “heroin highway.” Ware is a 38-year-old with a
sheepish smile. He wears a closely cropped goatee and
speaks with a slight slur. The fine lines around his eyes hint

at the hard life he has made for himself.
Ware said he began smoking Phencyclidine, better known
as PCP, fairly regularly at 12. At 16, after “messing” with the
hallucinogenic drug, he went on a bender and robbed a series
of fast-food restaurants not far from the house he grew up in
on the West Side’s Austin neighborhood. “I got a gun to rob
three Kentucky’s and a Churchill’s,” he said, referring to the
fried-chicken chains.
Ware was convicted in 1991 on four counts of armed robbery and gun possession. He spent his entire adolescence behind bars and was released on his 21st birthday.
It wasn’t long before he went back to using, and then dealing, drugs. After a while, it was less about putting money in
his pocket and more about keeping himself high. “I was selling
drugs, robbing, doing basically everything to get it,” he said.
That went on for nearly 20 years and, by his count, landed
him in Cook County Jail at least 50 times. Ware was convicted
in a handful of the cases—the armed robbery, and a string of
drug dealing, possession and theft cases. Between 1991 and
2009, he did three stints in the state penitentiary.
His last drug dealing conviction began in a vacant Humboldt Park lot, near Cicero Avenue and Huron Street, in 2007.
He got there in the morning and started getting high and selling heroin. “I was so high,” he said, “I ended up serving an undercover police [officer] twice.”
Sometime in the late afternoon, police moved in to make
the arrest. “I was going to the restroom, and they ran up on
me,” Ware said. “I’m glad I didn’t have a gun because when
they ran on me, they had on ski masks, and I didn’t know they
were the police.” They cuffed him and charged him with selling 3 grams of heroin. Within months, he was convicted and
sentenced to three years in prison.
“It was a sweet case,” Ware recalls. “I kissed them off because I got three years on two deliveries.”
That’s exactly the kind of attitude that Reboletti was trying
to head off when he introduced a bill that lowered the threshold for a mandatory prison sentence for drug dealing convictions involving heroin. “It’s a deterrent,” he said. “People get
probation and they’re right back on the street.”
It’s come at a cost. When the heroin threshold was first
lowered in 2002, the Illinois Department of Corrections estimated that it would increase the state’s prison population by
76 inmates annually. It was one of the few drug enhancement
bills the state put a price tag on: incarceration costs of $18.5
million a year. That estimate turned out to be a low-ball.
Convictions began to spike under the statute in 2004 and,
by 2011, low-level heroin dealing rose to the No. 5 most common charge that led to a prison term in Cook County, the
Reporter analysis shows. At least 5,739 convictions secured
under that single statute led to prison time. If the offenders
served 23.4 months—the average length for a Class 1 drug
dealing conviction, according to a Reporter analysis of the
corrections department records—it would mean the statute
cost the state more than $219 million between 2003 and 2011,
the analysis shows.
How will the latest change to the law impact state prisons?
“We don’t know yet,” Reboletti said. “How many will fall between 5 and 3 grams? I would like to see what those numbers
are like a year from now.”
Either way, Ware doesn’t think the laws would have made
much of a difference to him.
“The average person, we don’t think about [the consequences]. Then we get caught and we think, ‘I should have did
it this way or did it that way,’ but it’s too late now,” he said. “It
doesn’t work. Look at all the times I’ve been locked up.”
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Deluge of drugs

44%

of felony cases that ended with a prison
sentence were drug-related in Cook
County from 2000 through 2011.

Illinois taxpayers are picking up $220 million in
incarceration costs for sentences handed out under 13
enhanced drug laws enacted from 2000 through 2011.

Only 3 out of 13 enhanced drug laws enacted by the
Illinois General Assembly came with a fiscal analysis.

5,739

Cook County cases ended with a prison
sentence under an enhanced law targeting lowlevel heroin dealing since it was enacted in 2002.

47%

of Illinois Department of Corrections’ inmates had
less than a high school education in 2011.

Drug crimes top convictions
Nearly half of all convictions that ended with prison sentences
from 2000 through 2011 involved drug dealing or possession.
Total cases

Drug-related

218,816

96,372 (44%)

Black offenders bear the brunt
Nearly nine out of every 10 drug-related cases that led to
prison sentences involved a black defendant.

7% White
6% Latino

84,248 (88%)
of the drug cases
that led to prison
sentences involved
black defendants.

Note: Percentages may not
equal 100 because of rounding.
Source: Cook County Clerk of the Circuit Court; analyzed by The Chicago Reporter.

Methodology
Using a database obtained from the Cook County Clerk
of the Circuit Court, The Chicago Reporter analyzed all felony
cases that resulted in convictions from 2000 through 2011.
The database includes charges by statute, verdict and
sentence, and the defendants’ address and ZIP code.
The Reporter also obtained the list of 13 enhanced drug
laws from the Illinois Criminal Justice Information Authority.
Cook County offenders convicted under these laws were
found guilty of either Class 1 or 2 felonies, punishable by up
to 15 or seven years in prison, respectively.
According to the Reporter analysis of the Illinois
Department of Correction records, drug offenders on
average serve 23.4 months in prison for Class 1 felonies and
20.3 months for Class 2. Using this average, the Reporter
calculated the incarceration costs on a per-inmate basis. The
cost of incarceration for each prison inmate is $58.50 a day.
At Cook County Jail, where those sentenced to less than one
year behind bars serve, the cost is $143.
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n 2011, about 20 percent of the inmates in the Illinois Department of Corrections were locked up for a drug offense.
A disproportionate share came from Cook County, where
nearly half of all prison sentences were handed out for drug
dealing or possession.
These offenders are serving longer sentences partly because of these enhancements. An average drug sentence in
Cook County was 70 days longer in 2011 than in 2000, the
Reporter analysis shows.
Retired Illinois Appellate Court Judge Gino DiVito chairs
the 22-member sentencing council, which is composed of
lawmakers, corrections officials and judges. The fact that the
council exists is proof that state officials know they have a
problem, he said.
But DiVito predicted that there will be little action around
re-evaluating existing drug laws largely because, politically,
it’s a nonstarter in the statehouse. “I’m not sure if that’s doable,” he said. The Legislature “is not inclined to do that.”
The bottom line, Kane-Willis said, is that “you cannot just
keep changing the laws without having consequences on the
existing system.”
In January, a bill introduced by state Sen. Pamela Althoff, a
Republican from McHenry County, died in the Illinois Senate.
It would have required that a financial analysis be conducted
before any law can be voted on by lawmakers. Less than 2 percent of the 650 laws passed by the state Legislature in 2011
included a fiscal note, according to the Illinois Policy Institute,
a fiscal watchdog group.
Other states have adopted similar measures that have had
some success in heading off expensive policy changes. South
Carolina lawmakers, for example, adopted the Omnibus Crime
Reduction and Sentencing Reform Act of 2010, which is projected to save that state roughly $241 million in incarceration
costs over five years.
Without that sort of requirement, Rodriguez said, at the
least, “There needs to be some sort of trigger mechanism that
would send” bills to the sentencing council for a financial
analysis before they are passed.
“Would that have changed the outcome? I don’t know,”
she said of the new enhanced penalties for dealing heroin. “I
think a lot of people are willing to spend a lot of money on
incarceration.”
For Reboletti, the cost of doing nothing to deter the drug
problem in his district is too great to ignore.
In 2010, hospitals in Chicago and its surrounding suburbs
treated more people for heroin overdoses than any other major
city in the country, according to a study by Roosevelt University’s Illinois Consortium on Drug Policy.
Dr. Richard Jorgensen, who worked in a west suburban
emergency room before being elected DuPage County coroner,
said people who are overdosing seem to be getting younger.
“The thing that is so difficult,” Jorgensen added, “is that
these are young kids. They are in high school.”
“If you’re going to target a population and you want to get
people off the streets, you have to decide if longer prison sentences will do that,” Reboletti said. “There’s always going to be
a fiscal cost with anything requiring prison.”

W

are’s guess is that he and those suburban teenagers
got into drugs for the same reason.
“I think they just trying to fit in,” he said. “That’s
why I started smoking cigarettes, my homies were smoking
cigarettes. I wanted to fit in. Why I started smoking [Phencyclidine] ’cause they was doing it.”
He grew up in the heart of the Austin neighborhood at Lara-

Nearly half of the prison sentences handed out in Cook County from 2000 through 2011 were drug-related. The Honorable George N. Leighton
Criminal Court building at 26th Street and California Avenue is the busiest branch of the county’s court system. Photo by Lucio Villa.
mie Avenue and Washington Street in a two-parent household. Both of his parents had jobs. His mom worked in restaurants, and his dad is preparing to retire from a long career as a
maintenance supervisor at a veterans’ hospital in Chicago.
“I come from a good family,” he said. “I had everything that
the average child could want.”
Ware started high school at Austin Community Academy
High School, but dropped out in 1991 when he was incarcerated for the first time.
Nearly half, or 23,259, of the inmates locked up in the Illinois Department of Corrections in 2011 never finished high
school. A small fraction never even started, the department’s
annual report shows. The bulk of the state’s inmates, nearly
60 percent, are African American. Nine of every 10 are male.
One of Illinois’ biggest missed opportunities in curbing
crime is that its corrections department lacks resources to
provide training programs, Kane-Willis said. “If you just warehouse people, if you don’t retrain them and give them skills to
not re-offend, you’re not going to reduce crime.”
The sentencing commission is grappling with the issue,
Saltmarsh said. “Ninety percent of the people incarcerated will
be released someday,” she said. “We haven’t dealt with what’s
going to happen to them when they’re released. To make sure
that people don’t re-offend.”
That would require adding capacity to drug treatment centers, mental health clinics, adult education and job-partnership programs, all of which have faced budget cuts during the
past decade.
“Right now, we say that we don’t have the money to do

that,” Saltmarsh said. “But part of that is because we have too
many people in prison.”
Ware is now living at St. Leonard’s House, a halfway house
two blocks west of the United Center. He said he’s serious
about putting his life back together. “I’m too old [to be incarcerated] now.”
But putting his past behind him seems impossible at times.
“I put in for jobs that I’ve been waiting for a year, and they
never got back in touch with me,” Ware said. “I call them, and
the first thing they tell me is that they haven’t even looked at
my application yet. I done put in so many applications. And
it’s sad.”
He’s making ends meet by delivering pizzas on the weekends. The last long-term job he held was as a janitor at a West
Side day care center. He can include that four-year stint on
his application, but that pales in comparison to his criminal
record.
For now, he’s leaning hard on St. Leonard’s. “There aren’t
many people who would clothe you and feed you and tell you,
‘You can do anything.’”
On the weekends, he stays in Austin with his three children
and visits family and old friends.
“I go back to the neighborhood just to say, ‘This is how it
was.’ I think, ‘Man, I used to be that guy on the corner high
on [drugs].’ Now I realize that there’s nothing out there but
trouble,” he said.
James Reddick helped research this article.
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Cell blocks
Taxpayers are spending billions to
incarcerate Chicagoans who hail from
a small fraction of the city’s blocks
By Angela Caputo

S

tanding near a corner of
Adams Street just off Cicero
Avenue, you’d never guess it’s
one of the priciest blocks in
the city. The street is jammed
with aging brick buildings. A handful are
boarded up; some have been that way for
years. Others were torn down, leaving
vacant lots to people who have hauled
in lawn chairs, turning them into public
spaces.
“This block doesn’t seem different
than any other,” said Elce Redmond, a
community organizer who began working in the South Austin neighborhood
nearly three decades ago. Back then, the
blocks were filled with more middleclass families. Now, Redmond said, it’s
“filled with mass unemployment” and
“mass poverty.”
Redmond is standing at the east end
of an area considered a “block” by the
U.S. Census Bureau—a geographic area
similar in size to a city block. It’s the
incarceration capital of Chicago. In 2011,
more residents were sentenced to time
behind bars from this one block on Chicago’s impoverished West Side than any
other, The Chicago Reporter found.
The Reporter analyzed all criminal cases originating in Chicago using
the Cook County Clerk of the Circuit
Court records and found that more than
147,000 prison sentences were handed
out from 2000 through 2011. That’s
putting the state on tap for an estimated
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$5.3 billion in incarceration costs. A disproportionate number of these sentences has come from areas like this Austin
block, which alone is costing an estimated $4 million. For all of Austin, the
cost rises to $644 million. Meanwhile,
the neighborhood is starved for jobs and
other resources that could keep its residents out of prison.
Throughout the city, there are 968
other census blocks where more than $1
million worth of prison sentences were
handed out from 2000 through 2011.
Back in 2004, Eric Cadora, director of
the New York-based Justice Mapping
Center, coined the phrase, “milliondollar blocks,” for areas like these. When
you start to add up the costs of incarceration in these places, there’s a cumulative effect.
The cost was calculated based on an
estimate that average inmates serve out
50 percent of their sentences before they
are released. The estimate comes from
David Olson, a professor of criminal
justice at Loyola University Chicago.
Inmates convicted of serious crimes
are required to serve out most of their
sentences, but the vast majority are
incarcerated for lower-level, nonviolent
crimes, making them eligible to be
released for day-for-day good credit,
said Olson, a former researcher with the
Illinois Criminal Justice Information
Authority.
The actual costs are likely higher,
said Juliana Stratton, executive director of the Cook County Justice Advisory
Council, an agency revamped by Cook

March/April 2013

County Board President Toni Preckwinkle to strengthen criminal justice reform
initiatives. That’s because thousands of
inmates sit in Cook County’s jails for
months as their cases wind through the
courts. On average, it costs $143 a day
to house an inmate in the county jails,
compared with more than $58 in state
prisons. “It saves the state millions of
dollars when someone can have time-

More people from this Austin census block were incarcerated in 2011 than any other in Chicago. To incarcerate the residents who were sentenced
from 2000 through 2011, state taxpayers are on the hook for an estimated $4 million. Photo by Lucio Villa.
served in the county,” she said.
Stratton’s office has been working
on reforms in the Cook County criminal courts that would make it easier to
release people charged with nonviolent
crimes on bond, so they aren’t sitting in
the local jail while their cases are working their way through the courts. The

long-term goal, she said, is to curb costs
so that money can be diverted to community development that “speaks to the
broader question on community stabilization” in areas where a disproportionate
number of inmates tend to come from.
Few are studying the costs of incarceration in Illinois as closely as Kath-

ryn Saltmarsh, the executive director of
the Illinois Sentencing Policy Advisory
Council, an agency created by the Illinois General Assembly to make recommendations for bringing down corrections costs. In her eyes, researchers have
yet to really untangle the long-term effects that mass incarceration, through
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Community organizer Elce Redmond began working in South Austin just as the crack cocaine epidemic hit Chicago’s West Side. “This war on drugs
became a war on this community,” he said. Photo by Lucio Villa.
the “war on drugs” and other tough-oncrime laws adopted during the past three
decades, have had on places like Austin.
She predicts that the next wave of
research and analysis by academics and
government agencies will start to ask
an important, and often overlooked,
question: What is the impact on
communities and society when you
choose incarceration?
“We need to ask ourselves,” Saltmarsh added. “Do we want to spend
our resources on corrections or do we
want to spend them on making sure that
people have the resources that will help
them not to commit crime?”

A

ustin didn’t have as many problems with poverty, drugs or
violence back when Redmond
started organizing in the neighborhood
in 1987. Within two years, crack cocaine
hit the West Side neighborhood.
All of a sudden, Redmond said, he
was seeing “people I never expected to
see selling drugs.” The fast money was
the hook, he said. “You saw kids who
had two working parents go into the
drug business.”
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The response was more tough-oncrime laws—which were adopted by local, state and federal officials—and the
number of people incarcerated in blocks
like this stretch of West Adams Street
shot up. “This war on drugs became a
war on this community,” Redmond said.
The double whammy was that, as the
neighborhood was flooded with drugs,
local factories were shuttered in the
1980s and 1990s. First, Sunbeam Corp.
closed, followed by Schwinn Bicycle Co.
and Playskool. Thousands of people,
many West Side residents, lost their
jobs. “It started going down fast,” Redmond recalls.
At 33, Michael Flowers doesn’t remember the “old Austin” he’s heard
about from his mother and grandparents, who were one of the first black
couples to move to Austin.
“When I talked to my mom, she said,
‘Can you believe Austin high school?
Back in the day—they had a horse training program where you could learn how
to ride horses,’” Flowers said.
Flowers is bright-eyed, charismatic
and doesn’t mince words. He grew up in
a fairly middle-class household just off
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of South Cicero Avenue and spent most
of his adult life in and out of prison.
Flowers’ older brother got into drug
dealing first. “That lifestyle was so glamorous—to be a young black man with a
new car,” he said.
At 17, he dropped out of Austin Community Academy High School and was
selling—and using—drugs. Heavily.
It caught up with him quickly. Right
around the time Flowers turned 17, he
was booked in the Cook County Jail on
gun possession charges. Within two
years, he was back behind bars, this
time nearly 300 miles downstate from
his home in the Centralia Correctional
Center. He received a robbery conviction
after one of his friends pulled a gun on a
group of guys at a local liquor store.
During the next decade, he’d go back
to the penitentiary five more times on
drug and gun charges. It wasn’t until
Flowers was nearly 30 that he “started
connecting the dots” between the heroin
and cocaine he was using and his backto-back prison stints.
“I was selling to feed my addiction.
But this is something that guys do from
the neighborhood anyway. It’s more than

just selling to support your habit. It’s a
lifestyle,” he said. “And I look at it nowadays and I understand. You don’t get a,
what do you call it, a … a 401K out here.”
Across Cook County, the number of
prison and jail sentences handed out in
2011 was down by 30 percent, compared
with a decade ago. But on this block, the
numbers went up—by 111 percent during that time.
In all, 120 felony cases ended up with
a prison or jail sentence on the Austin
census block during those years. A third
went to defendants who were 25 years
old or younger. If they served out their
full time, they would have spent a collective 375 years behind bars.
Most were convicted on a drug charge,
which came with an estimated $2.3 million cost to the state taxpayers. Most
were Class 1 convictions—for dealing
between 1 and 15 grams of cocaine or
heroin—that, according to sentencing
guidelines, carry between four and 15
years of prison time.
That doesn’t surprise Reginald Bachus, the pastor of Friendship Baptist
Church in Austin. He’s seen how his
congregants keep their curtains drawn
because they’re afraid to see what’s happening outside their front doors.
Police have tried to get a handle on
the drug dealing. At the end of last summer, they shut down an open-air market
at the corner of Adams Street and Laramie Avenue. “They were just blatantly
openly selling,” Bachus said. “The cops
were over there making buys and recording sales.” By his estimate, 20 to 30
people were ultimately arrested.

‘W

e have to start looking at
using that money in another way,” said Bachus
who is working with Austin Coming Together, an emerging community development organization, to figure out how
to jump-start the local economy and put
more locals to work.
“If you paid these guys $10 an hour,
eight hours a day, you’d come out ahead
of what you’re spending on locking them
up” in the community jail, Bachus said.
Bachus isn’t from Austin. He lived in
Kansas City for most of his life and only
moved to Chicago after he got the job at
Friendship Baptist in 2006.
In 2010, he saw firsthand how
eager some of the young men from the
neighborhood were for work when he
was scouting people to conduct census
interviews. Bachus walked from block to
block looking for people to hire. “When
they heard it paid $17 an hour, their eyes
would light up,” he said. “Then their

The high price of justice
Illinois taxpayers are spending billions
on incarceration for sentences handed
out to Chicago defendants from 2000
through 2011. The costs were calculated
based on an estimate that average
inmates serve out 50 percent of their
48000
sentences before they are released.
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Illinois’ average daily prisoner
population hit an all-time high in
2011—more than 47,000, an 11
percent increase since 2000.
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received a prison sentence in
Cook County courts.

It cost $5.3 billion to
incarcerate them.
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$1.6 billion of those
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costs originated from 969
“million-dollar blocks.”

Sources: Cook County Clerk of the Circuit Court, Illinois Department
of Corrections; analyzed by The Chicago Reporter

These blocks account for only
2% of all Chicago blocks
but nearly one-third of prison
sentences handed out.

Methodology
Using a database obtained from the Cook County Clerk of the Circuit Court,
The Chicago Reporter analyzed all felony cases that resulted in convictions from
2000 through 2011. The database includes charges by statute, verdict and
sentence, and the defendants’ address and ZIP code.
For an analysis of all prison sentences for each census block in Chicago, the
Reporter used a Geographic Information Systems file created by the Chicago
Department of Innovation and Technology. The incarceration cost for each
census block was calculated based on the estimate that, according to David
Olson, a professor of criminal justice at Loyola University Chicago, average
Illinois inmates serve 50 percent out of their sentences before they are released.
The Reporter excluded life sentences from this cost analysis.

second question was, ‘Can you have a
[criminal] record?’”
The answer was no. By his count,
none of them got a job.
“It’s a domino effect,” Bachus said.
“We’re arresting young men, but there’s
nothing in our community for them to
do.”
As far as state Sen. Patricia Van Pelt,

a Democrat from Chicago’s West Side,
is concerned, chronic unemployment is
the neighborhood’s No. 1 problem.
It’s not that there aren’t jobs in Austin. A Reporter analysis of federal labor department data found that there’s
roughly one job for every three adults
who are 25 or older in the community.
The problem is that people from Austin
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Austin native Michael Flowers got into using and dealing drugs as a teenager.
“That lifestyle was so glamorous—to be a young black man with a new car,” he
said. He spent most of his adult life in and out of prison. Photo by Lucio Villa.

hold less than one of every 10 jobs.
“We have to remove barriers [to employment]. Otherwise we’re setting
ourselves up for a downward spiral,” Van
Pelt said.
In February, she introduced a bill
that would give employers a 10 percent
rebate on wages paid to ex-offenders.
Van Pelt estimates that roughly 25,000
ex-offenders returned to Chicago last
year. “These people need to have some
sense of worth to contribute to their
families,” she said. “Without it, that
creates a certain level of anxiety across
our community.”
Flowers said he’s not the only guy
in the neighborhood looking to make a
break with the past. Many turn back to
the corners because it’s the one source
of local jobs they can count on.
“If you have a community that won’t
allow you to work at the Walgreens or
the Wal-Mart, what are you going to
do?” he said.
Flowers is hoping to improve his prospects by getting the basics. He’s in night
school studying for a GED certificate.
It’s a common barrier. In the census tract Flowers hails from, less than
30 percent of adults older than 25 were
lacking a high school education in 2010,
according to census figures. That was an
improvement over 2000, when it stood
at 38 percent.
But he thinks the jobs problem is just
the beginning. He was in prison when
the housing market collapsed, and foreclosures piled up in Austin faster than
any other Chicago neighborhood.
“When I came back and seen the
community this time, I was so shocked,”
Flowers said. “Abandoned buildings everywhere. Vacant lots. In other neighborhoods, a building becomes vacant,
and they bulldoze it. [In Austin], the
banks take a home, put a family out and
it becomes a drug house.”
“There’s a better way,” he said. “We
need to do a rebuilding program. We
have all of these abandoned buildings.
You have ex-cons with fabulous skills.
Give them a job by rebuilding their own
communities.”
“If you do that, if you give ex-cons
jobs to help rebuild their community,
they start to care about it. They’d say,
‘Hey man, you ain’t fittin’ to be selling those drugs right here. We fixing
this. We doing this,’” Flowers said. “You
know, give them the power back to their
community. Give them the keys back to
their community.”
James Reddick helped research this article.
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Parents who lost children to gun
violence gather at Chicago Police
Department headquarters to demand
that detectives solve their cases.
The “Too Young to Die” documentary
photography project is supported
by grants from the Open Society
Foundations and the California
Endowment National Health
Journalism Fellowship, a program
of the Annenberg School for
Communication and Journalism at the
University of Southern California.

Photos by Carlos Javier Ortiz /
Wonderful Machine.
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Too
young
to die

As the city leads the nation in murders, youth
are often the ones who die—and who kill
By Alden K. Loury

C

hicago has become America’s
homicide leader—and by plenty.
In 2012, not only did Chicago
lead the nation in homicides, but it also
witnessed nearly 100 more murders
than New York City, even though the Big
Apple has three times as many residents.
And Chicago had 215 more murders than
Los Angeles, which is home to a million
more people than the Windy City.
But Chicago’s homicide epidemic is a
This was
youth homicide epipublished
demic: young people
online on
killing and young
Jan. 30. Visit
people dying.
bit.ly/72tcr1
From 2008 through
to comment.
2012, nearly half of
Chicago’s 2,389 homicide victims were killed before their 25th
birthdays. In 2011, the most recent year
for which the data were available, more
than 56 percent of individuals who committed murder were also under 25. Onethird of all Chicago residents are under
25, according to 2011 Census estimates.
And despite various police strate-

gies and community efforts, things are
getting worse. Last year, 243 people under the age of 25 were killed in Chicago.
That’s an 11 percent increase over 2011
and a 26 percent jump from 2010.
What’s more is that this epidemic
is occurring mostly in Chicago’s most
disadvantaged communities, the same
neighborhoods already ravaged by a host
of other social ills, particularly during
the past decade or so.
Here’s a snapshot:
The city’s 21 leading communities
for youth homicides, all majority-black
or majority-Latino areas on the city’s
South, Southwest and West sides, account for 32 percent of the city’s residents. But they also account for:
 More than 73 percent of the city’s
1,118 homicide victims under the age
of 25 from 2008 through 2012.
 Almost 70 percent of Chicago’s
population loss between 2000 and
2010. Those 21 communities collectively lost 140,000 residents during
that time. The city as a whole lost
200,000 residents.
 More than 53 percent of the locations
of Chicago public school closings
since 2001.
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Above: Chicago police take photographs of a crime scene where a teenager was killed on Feb. 19, 2012. Opposite page, clockwise from top left:
A memorial in the Greater Grand Crossing neighborhood, where 44 young people have been killed since 2008. Community members march
down West 69th Street in October to protest youth violence. Local pastors lead an anti-violence protest in July at Chuck’s Gun Shop in suburban
Riverdale. Abandoned buildings on Madison Street on Chicago’s West Side. Members of St. Sabina Church in Auburn Gresham place a handmade
wooden cross in the ground in an empty parking lot where a young man was murdered. Photos by Carlos Javier Ortiz / Wonderful Machine.

Deadliest year
In 2012, the number of youth
homicides in Chicago hit a fiveyear high—243 people younger
than 25 were killed.

Youth homicides,
by month
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Sources: RedEye data collected from the Cook
County Medical Examiner’s Office, the Chicago Police
Department and the Chicago Breaking News Center;
analyzed by The Chicago Reporter.
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 Nearly 43 percent of Chicago’s
109,000 foreclosure filings from January 2007 through June 2012.
 More than 71 percent of the city’s 138
public elementary schools that were
low-performing in math. [“Low-performing” is defined as schools where
fewer than 10 percent of students’
standardized test scores exceeded
state standards during the 2011-12
school year.]
 Nearly 68 percent of the 221 Chicago
public elementary schools with lowperforming reading scores.
 Nearly 59 percent of the 46 public high schools whose average 11th
grade ACT composite scores were
below 16.
 More than 56 percent of the city’s
72,296 teen births from 1999 through
2009.
These communities also have height-
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ened levels of poverty, unemployment
and percentages of adults without high
school diplomas.
There are certainly no easy answers
to remedy the carnage afflicting Chicago’s young people.
Expanding efforts and resources to
address the blight, joblessness, academic underachievement, and instability of
schools, homes and businesses could
provide a much-needed boost. So far,
well-intended traditional police strategies, candlelight vigils and stop-the-violence campaigns have not been enough
to stem the flow of bloodshed in Chicago’s most impacted communities.
It is far beyond the time to sound the
alarm.
This is part of an occasional series on youth
violence. For previous installments, visit
www.chicagoreporter.com.
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Curtis Horton and Henrietta
Riley walk down a hallway to
reach the room they have called
home for more than a year at
the Hotel Chateau—one of
the last remaining affordable
housing options in Lakeview.
Photos by Jonathan Gibby.
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No rooms
for refuge
As Hotel Chateau
closes, couple fears
becoming homeless
By Megan Cottrell

‘T

he Lord is my shepherd. I shall
not want.”
The Bible’s entire 23rd
Psalm is written in marker, framed on
the yellowed stucco wall, next to the red
flyswatter hanging from a nail. Cans of
food line the shelf in the tiny coat closet,
a makeshift pantry.
The psalm is a reminder to keep going
when times get tough, said Curtis Horton, 48. He and his partner, Henrietta
Riley, 54, are residents of the Hotel Chateau, a single-roomoccupancy hotel in
This was
Lakeview. And for
published
them, times have been
online on
tough and quite posFeb. 18. Visit
sibly could get even
bit.ly/72tcr2
tougher. They recentto comment.
ly found out that the
hotel has been sold
and will be emptied and rehabbed.
“We read it for strength,” Horton said
of the psalm on the wall. “It’s something
to keep us going and keep us focused on
making it in the world. It’s a message for
us to keep the strength.”
“He makes me lie down in green pastures. He leads me beside still waters. My
cup overflows.”—Psalm 23:2
Horton and Riley have lived at the
Chateau for about a year. They’ve
bounced around from place to place for
the past few years, even moving in with
Riley’s daughter in her Section 8 apartment for a while. But when that building was unexpectedly sold, they ended
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Henrietta Riley opens her closet door to reveal canned goods and other food items. Storage
space is limited in the single-room occupancy unit she shares with her partner Curtis Horton.
“It’s not much, but it’s ours,” she said. A handwritten inscription of “Psalm 23” hangs on one
wall. Small appliances line another. Photos by Jonathan Gibby.
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up here, one of the few remaining SROs
in Lakeview.
The day they came to the Chateau,
there was one vacant room, but it wasn’t
going to be available until repairs were
made. They spent the day in a nearby
Starbucks and the night on the street.
The next day, they moved in.
“This is my home,” said Riley. “It’s the
only place I have to call home besides a
shopping cart.”
“He leads me in the paths of righteousness for his name’s sake.”—Psalm 23:3
Horton and Riley don’t mind that the
Chateau is run down. They wave off the
building’s code violations, saying it’s an
affordable place to stay in a good area.
Riley says she loves the neighborhood’s
culture and diversity, but mostly, they’re
grateful for its safety.
“Try living on the West Side in Austin where you have to look over your
shoulder any minute, waiting for someone to jump you or rob you. I’ve been hit
over the head, stabbed,” said Riley.
“Yea, though I walk through the valley
of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil;
For you are with me.”—Psalm 23:4
But now that the Chateau has been
sold and will be gutted and rehabbed,
residents fear it will be reopened as higher-end studio apartments like other former SROs in the neighborhood. Horton
and Riley are scared. They don’t know of
anywhere to live that they can afford.
Riley worked as an insurance
evaluator for 25 years, but then had a
brain aneurysm. She’s been on disability
ever since. Horton, a former cook, is now
unemployed, but gets a $400 check each
month from a trust his grandmother left
him.
“It’s even hard to get in a shelter
nowadays,” said Horton.
At the Chateau’s housing-court hearing on Jan. 29, inspectors complained
that trash chutes were clogged up to the
second and third floors, with garbage
spilling into the hallways. The fire alarm
system isn’t reliable, and the door to the
elevator doesn’t open all the way. But
the couple’s apartment is neat and clean.
They take pride in it.
“My apartment is fine,” said Riley.
“We keep our apartment up.”
“Surely goodness and mercy will follow
me all the days of my life; And I will dwell
in the house of the Lord forever.”—Psalm
23:6.
The latest housing court hearing
really shook up Horton and Riley. They
just keep repeating the same thing: “I
don’t know where we’re going to go.”
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Reprieve denied
A judge blocks prosecutor’s offer of leniency for a Mexican father
By María Inés Zamudio

I

n January, a Chicago judge denied an
immigration prosecutor’s request
for an “administrative closure”
of a deportation proceeding against
Sebastian Pineda, a Mexican immigrant
whose case was chronicled by an August
article in The Chicago Reporter.
The decision threw a wrench into
the U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement’s stuttering effort to carry
out a 2011 directive by John Morton, the
agency’s director. Morton urged the use
of “prosecutorial discretion” to focus on
deporting dangerous felons and less on
minor offenders who
pose little threat.
This was
Under
Morton’s
published
policy,
immigrants
online on
who have strong famJan. 27. Visit
ily ties to this country
bit.ly/72tcr3
and no serious crimito comment.
nal background could
get a reprieve from
deportation. Before the hearing, Pineda,
a 31-year-old father of two U.S.-born
children, was hopeful; previously, the
prosecutor had agreed to seek an “administrative closure” that would have
suspended his deportation case.
But immigration judge Craig M. Zerbe had other ideas. “It’s an arbitrary decision, and I will not agree with it,” he
said, denying the prosecutor’s motion.
After the hearing, Pineda and his
family met with U.S. Rep. Luis Gutierrez’s staff in his Chicago office. “Our
immigration system is not supposed to
work like this, and neither is prosecutorial discretion,” Gutierrez said in a written statement about Pineda’s case.
In February, Pineda met with Gutierrez and U.S. Sen. Dick Durbin as part
of a delegation of about 250 people who
traveled to Washington, D.C., to attend
a U.S. Senate Judiciary Committee hearing on immigration.
“Immigration reform is not just about
the process of passing a law,” Gutierrez
said in a press release. “It is about the
millions who have suffered terribly because our system is decades out of date.”
For the immigration agency, the case

An immigration judge in January declined to close Sebastian Pineda’s deportation case. Pineda,
a 31-year-old father of two U.S.-born children, says he needs to stay in the country because he is
the breadwinner of the family. Photo by Lucio Villa.
represents the latest wrinkle in the implementation of the prosecutorial discretion policy that was announced in
June 2011. The policy was initially opposed by the agency’s deportation officers, whose union resisted being trained
on the policy. The agency’s effort to
comb through backlogged court dockets
has also been slowed by bureaucratic delays with criminal background checks.
As of Dec. 31, 13,407 deportation cases, including 228 in Chicago, had been
closed or suspended, according to the
database maintained by Syracuse University’s Transactional Records Access
Clearinghouse.
Gail Montenegro, the immigration
agency’s public affairs specialist, said
that most immigration judges have accepted the recommendations of prosecutors from her agency. But, she added,
judges make the final decisions.
“U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement … carefully reviewed the case
of Sebastian Pineda and determined that
his case met the criteria for prosecutorial discretion,” Montenegro said. “However, the immigration court, which is

part of the [U.S.] Department of Justice,
can make an independent decision.”
Kathryn Mattingly, spokeswoman
for the Executive Office for Immigration Review, an agency under the justice
department that oversees the nation’s
immigration courts and judges, declined
the Reporter’s request for comment.
Daniel M. Kowalski, an Austin,
Texas-based immigration lawyer who
edits Bender’s Immigration Bulletin, a legal newsletter, said immigration judges
are sometimes wary of administrative
closures because it keeps the cases in
their dockets—which affects their caseclearing ratio. “Judges are under a lot of
pressure to move cases,” he said.
During Pineda’s hearing, his family was waiting anxiously outside the
courtroom. When he walked out of the
room, Pineda looked stunned. “I didn’t
expect this,” he said.
His wife stood by his side as he described what happened. “We’re still going to fight his case until the last day,”
she said. “God will help us.”
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Transplanting hope

J

orge Mariscal was on dialysis for seven years before receiving a lifesaving kidney in December. Because of his legal status, the 24-year-old
undocumented man could not be put on the organ transplant list. But his
mother, Sonia Lopez, would not give up. Lopez and several other mothers
in similar circumstances submitted letters to hospital boards, conducted
marches and went on a hunger strike for three weeks. Eventually, Loyola
University Medical Center agreed to cover the costs of the transplant. On
Dec. 6, Lopez donated a kidney to her son. Photos by Lucio Villa.
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