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Slammed
Crime is down, but the
number of Cook County
teens convicted on adult
felony charges continues
to grow. page 8
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A squad car keeps tabs at the corner of Roosevelt Road and Springfield Avenue months after
police wound down an undercover sting aimed at snuffing out an open-air drug market. Police Sgt.
Daniel Allen described the volume of drug sales that took place at the North Lawndale corner as
“incredible.” Photo by Jonathan Gibby.
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Celebrating 40 years
The Chicago Reporter is
celebrating its 40th anniversary
this year. The Reporter will be
hosting several social events
and forums to commemorate
the occasion. Make sure to
subscribe to our weekly e-blast
at www.chicagoreporter.com to
ensure that you’re up-to-date on
all the ways we’re celebrating.

Got a news tip?
The Chicago Reporter brings
injustice to the forefront in the
areas of criminal justice, labor,
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government. If you have a tip,
call (312) 427-4830 ext. 4040
or send an email to editor@
chicagoreporter.com.
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PUBLISHER’S NOTE Reporter News

But are we really any safer?
I would have preferred a
direct flight. But on my vacation several weeks ago, the
cheapest flight to Barcelona,
Spain, required a two-day layover in Helsinki. I had never
been, never wanted to go and
likely never would have gone
to Finland. I hate the cold.
But I’m glad I did.
In a world of Nordic blueeyed blondes is a criminal
justice system that the Finnish boast as having one of the
three lowest recidivism rates
in the world. Why? Apparently, the maximum sentence
for any crime there is 12 years.
Yes, even for murder.
It didn’t make sense to me,
either, until I talked to some
of the locals. They explained
that, while the system is not
perfect, it’s intended to give
people opportunity, a hope.
The thinking is that, if people
are given a chance to redeem
themselves for their crime,
they will. After serving their
time, they can immediately
get a job, go to college—which
is entirely free, including
Ph.D. programs—and raise a
family, including paid parental leave of up to three years.
I returned to Chicago
miffed about our own reform efforts. In a system

Kimbriell Kelly,
Editor and 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.
with an exasperatingly high
recidivism rate, an increasing
number of youth are getting
slapped with the label “felon,” and their cases are adjudicated through adult courts,
not in the juvenile system.
But do we care about their
opportunity? Does our re-

Reporter News
The Chicago Reporter’s website will
receive a much-needed facelift this
year with a generous grant from the
Open Society Foundations.
Staff has begun testing the site, and
the public launch could happen late
fall or early winter as we continue to
celebrate our 40th anniversary year of
investigating race and poverty.
The goal of the project is to improve
the look and feel of the website but,
more importantly, how the website
operates.
It will be easier to find data, videos

form system need reform?
Illinois used to be a leader
in juvenile justice reforms
100 years ago, but today Chicago leads the top 10 largest
cities with the most 17-yearolds arrested for a felony, as
reported by Angela Caputo in
this month’s cover investigation, “Minor misconduct.”
And the stakes are high for
these teens, because Illinois
is one of 10 states in the nation that automatically send
17-year-olds facing felony
charges to adult courts. In
recent years, the number of
convictions for the teens has
seen a spike.
At first blush, our conviction numbers might imply
that Illinois is a state with
politicians who are tough on
crime. At least, that’s what
politicians might hope others
think.
In closer inspection, you
realize that more than half
of the felonies these teens
are charged with are nonviolent offenses—economic
crimes, as the Finnish might
see it. As Caputo points out,
most youth are arrested for
drug offenses or stealing, not
murder.
And are we any safer for
locking up these youth?

and stories, relate to those writing
them, and communicate with the
Reporter community. There will be
more things to look at. We know that
investigative journalism isn’t just about
the stories; it’s about all of the pieces,
including blogs and multimedia and
interaction with our readers.
Here’s just some of what you’ll get
with the new website:
 A mobile friendly site, so that users
can view the Reporter website easily on their preferred mobile device
and share content.
 A mobile app that allows users to
access some key Reporter data.

It would be logical to think
that an increase in convictions leads to a decrease in
crime. But as Caputo points
out, we’ve been arresting
nearly the same number of
17-year-olds. Just the conviction number has changed.
It’s a discrepancy that should
raise some red flags.
The bottom line is this:
There’s no question that
youth should be prosecuted
for their crime, but the adult
penal system might not be
the best place for it. And
more convictions don’t really
mean we’re safer.
In the end, we all lose.
Youth lose out on the opportunity to get college loans
or enlist in the military, and
they have a harder time renting an apartment. And we all
lose when we inhibit our future income tax contributors
from helping shoulder their
tax burden.
Research shows that, by
adjudicating teens in the
adult penal system, you’re
more likely to groom a nation of young felons who are
more likely to reoffend. If
that’s true, then we might be
creating more crime for our
nation, not less. To me, that’s
soft on crime.
n

 A multimedia landing page, with all
new video and photo galleries.
In the coming months, we will build
on the site to add comprehensive data
that users can interact with.
We’re also looking at ways to
translate the website into Spanish, but
we haven’t found a way to automate
it with a tool that has the accuracy we
require, so we’re still working on that.
In the meantime, make sure to sign
up for our e-blasts at chicagoreporter.
com so that you’re among the first to
know about the launch.
Thanks for your continued support
of the Reporter.

WWW.CHICAGOREPORTER.COM | THE CHICAGO REPORTER

3

SPINOFFS Digging Deeper
Few women at
helm in Illinois
The news:
Yahoo announced Marissa
Mayer as its CEO in July, making her No. 20 on the list of
female Fortune 500 CEOs.

Young immigrants
defer taking action

Behind the news:
Of the 32 Illinois-based
companies on the 2012
Fortune 500 list, only three are
led by women: Ilene Gordon
of Corn Products International, Irene Rosenfeld of Kraft
Foods and Patricia Woertz of
Archer Daniels Midland.
In 2010, women comprised 50.8 percent of the
population and 47.1 percent
of the labor force in Illinois,
according to the U.S. Census
Bureau’s 2006-10 American
Community Survey.
But they covered about 28
percent of “senior level/executive or manager positions”
in 2010, according to the U.S.
Equal Employment Opportunity Commission.
Nationwide, a 2011 study
of the S&P Composite 1500
companies by American
Economic Review found that
women accounted for 47 percent of the overall workforce
from 1997 to 2009 but held
only 6 percent of corporate
CEO and executive roles.
David Matsa, the study’s
co-author who is an assistant
professor of finance at the
Kellogg School of Management at Northwestern University, said that there’s a connection between a company’s
makeup at the executive level
and the number of females in
positions of power.
“When there are more
women holding seats on
boards, there is an increase
in the amount of females
within a company and in top
positions,” he said. “Women
are certainly each other’s best
advocates, and it does matter
who is hiring.”
—Nicole NeSmith
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More than 13,000 undocumented immigrants gathered at Chicago’s Navy Pier on Aug. 15, the first day to
apply for the federal Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals program. Photo by Lucio Villa.

The news:
In June, President Barack
Obama announced that
undocumented youth
brought to the United States
as minors would be able
to gain temporary relief
from deportation under his
deferred action initiative.

Behind the news:
In Chicago, 19,702 immigrants are eligible for
deferred action, according
to an analysis of census data
by Rob Paral and Associates,
a Chicago-based consulting
firm specializing in immigration issues. Of Chicago’s
77 community areas, South
Lawndale had the highest
number—2,029—of eligible
immigrants, followed by
Belmont Cragin’s 1,755, Gage
Park’s 1,149 and Brighton
Park’s 1,108.
The analysis, which did
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not factor in criminal background that may disqualify
an applicant, found that an
additional 6,334 immigrants
could meet the eligibility
requirements if they received
a GED certificate or equivalent education, and another
6,862 immigrants between
the ages of 5 and 14 could
become eligible once they
turn 15.
As of Sept. 13, the U.S.
Citizenship and Immigration
Services said it accepted
82,361 applications nationwide but has so far completed processing only 29 of
them.
Immigrant advocates said
many eligible immigrants
may not apply for deferred
action, partly due to a
concern that their application could end up at the U.S.
Immigration and Customs
Enforcement and trigger
deportation. But in its memo-

randum, the Citizenship and
Immigration Services makes
it clear that the referrals will
be made only with selected
cases, such as ones that pose
concerns over “egregious
public safety” or involve serious criminals.
But Monica Trevino,
communications director for
the Illinois Coalition for Immigrant and Refugee Rights,
said some immigrants still
feel uneasy about the possible consequences.
“It mostly stems from a
fear of the unknown with
the election—like what may
happen if [Mitt] Romney’s
elected, since he would
have a different approach,”
Trevino said. Immigrants “are
afraid that their information
will be out there and may be
used against them in some
respect, and that’s enough
reason to be apprehensive.”
—Nicole NeSmith

Illinois Medicare, Medicaid costs rising
The news:
The funding and use of Medicare and
Medicaid have been a divisive issue during the 2012 presidential debates.

Behind the news:
According to the U.S. Bureau of
Economic Analysis, public spending on
medical programs—such as Medicare
and the Children’s Health Insurance
Program—increased 89 percent in Illinois
since welfare reform in 1994, averaging $3,143 per person in 2010, the latest
year for which the data are available. The
medical programs’ expenses amounted
to 43 percent of spending made on all
federal benefit programs in the state.
Nationally, per-capita public spending
on medical programs has increased at a
slower rate than Illinois, growing by 75
percent between 1994 and 2010, from

Medical bubble
Per-capita public spending on
medical programs like Medicare
increased by nearly 90 percent
in Illinois—a faster rate than
nationwide.
Nationwide

Illinois

1994

$1,842

$1,665

2010

$3,239

$3,143

Note: Numbers were adjusted for 2012 inflation.
Source: U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis

$1,842 to $3,239.
Public spending on medical programs
has increased because of the rising cost
of health care and an aging population
in Illinois, said Anne Marie Murphy, who

served as the Illinois Medicaid director
for the Illinois Department of Healthcare
and Family Services until 2006.
Medicare and Medicaid costs alone
grew 133.8 percent and 100.2 percent,
respectively, since 2000 according to
The Henry J. Kaiser Family Foundation. And so have the number of Illinois
residents who receive medical benefits
from the Illinois Department of Healthcare and Family Services. Between fiscal
years 2006 and 2011, it increased by 34
percent to about 2.7 million.
“This rise is generally due to a poor
economy where many have lost jobs, lost
income, employers have dropped health
insurance coverage and so many more
qualify for Illinois Medicaid,” said Murphy, who is now the executive director of
Metropolitan Chicago Breast Cancer Task
Force.
—Erin Hale

Illinois unions fight continuing decline in ranks
The news:
In September, the Chicago
Teachers Union called a
strike for the first time in
25 years, bringing renewed
attention to organized labor
in Illinois.

Behind the news:
During the past decade,
Illinois lost the third highest
number of union members in
the country, behind Michigan
and Ohio, from 1,013,000
in 2001 to 876,000 in 2011,
according to the U.S. Bureau
of Labor Statistics. But,
proportionally, the state’s
13.5 percent drop in union
membership ranked in the
middle of the pack nationally: 21 out of the 50 states
and Washington, D.C.—
well behind states such as
Louisiana and Tennessee that

lost more than 40 percent of
union members.
Unionized workers accounted for 16.2 percent of
the state’s workforce in 2011,
a drop from 18.1 percent in
2001. The 1.9 percentage
point drop was slightly above
the nationwide median of 1.4
percentage points, ranking
as the 18th highest.
Union membership in
Illinois has suffered from the
migration of traditionally
union-heavy industries
like manufacturing to
other states or overseas,
said Monica Bielski Boris,
assistant professor at
the School of Labor and
Employment Relations at
the University of Illinois at
Urbana-Champaign.
Boris added that the contraction of the state’s heavily
unionized public sector has

Protesters shout in front of John Marshall Metropolitan High School
in East Garfield Park on the first day of the Chicago Teachers Union
strike. Photo by Jonathan Gibby.

also had an impact on the
union membership in Illinois.
“It is true that the public
sector has been hurting in
Illinois like around the country, but in Illinois … we have
serious financial trouble,”

she said. “The only state
with a worse credit rating is
California, and a lot of that
has to do with the state not
properly funding pension
obligations.”
—Erin Hale

The Chicago Reporter is blogging daily. www.chicagonow.com/chicago-muckrakers
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Q&A Dyryl Burnett

A music teacher
reaches out to
his students
through his art

At Options Laboratory School, Dyryl Burnett is trying to teach “the way of the world” to his students through music, in the same way his high school
music teacher did many years ago. Photo by Lucio Villa.

Striking a major chord
By Jerilyn Forsythe
Dyryl Burnett takes off his brown fedora hat as he steps
in front of the classroom. All 23 of his students are early for
class—the first after lunch—and he waits for a moment until
chatter softens, music videos are paused and eyes turn toward
him. The banter soon follows.
“Ooo, Mr. Burnett has his jazz hat today,” one student
announces, prompting a chorus of giggles and petitions for
him to put it back on.
Burnett breaks into a big smile. “You’re always messin’ with
me,” he laughs and somewhat bashfully places the hat back
over his short dreads.
The simple fact that Burnett can so effortlessly command
his students’ attention is a testament to his popularity and
the draw of his “Life in the Music Industry” class. It’s also
no small feat considering that many of the students didn’t
thrive in a traditional academic setting before they arrived at
Options Laboratory School, a charter high school that opened
its doors in 2011.
The school was founded by a Kenwood-based nonprofit,
Little Black Pearl, following the organization’s mantra of
teaching art as a positive outlet for Chicago’s youth. The school
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targets students—now
more than
For more information numbering
175, ages 16 through
To learn more about the mission
19—who are artistically
of Options Laboratory School,
inclined but struggled
go to www.optionslab.org.
academically in the
past. Most are from
poor and disadvantaged
neighborhoods on Chicago’s South Side.
Burnett, who grew up on the West Side and in the west
suburbs, can relate to his students’ challenges, from the allure
of the gangbanging lifestyle to difficult relationships with
their parents.
Burnett and his students also share a passion for music.
In his class, instead of teaching music theory to his students,
Burnett directs their attention to music making.
Last year, their first year together, Burnett and his students
created a mock record label and a full-length mixtape. The label,
named Jet Lag, now has its own logo and printed T-shirts—
all student-designed. The name for their album, “#TakeOff,”
which features 11 student voices, was a student’s idea, too.

The students all hope to create another mixtape this year.
Burnett is hopeful, too, but this time the students’ ability to go
into the studio will depend upon their grades, he said.
These projects are Burnett’s attempt at combining
something they love—hip-hop music—with the process of
working toward a goal. In doing so, Burnett said, he is teaching
lessons larger than music. “Music allows me to teach life to
them. That’s what I am attempting to do,” he said.
Burnett recently sat down with The Chicago Reporter to talk
about his work.

this classroom. Music allows me to do that because it’s innate
enough in our system. It’s in us.

What are some of the challenges that your students face outside of the classroom?

The students are facing the lifestyle and monster of gangbanging and that culture. They are facing some parents who are
gangbanging themselves or some parents who are in jail or some
parents who really didn’t know any better. Some are dealing with
abuse. Some are dealing with drugs in the household. Really, a lot
of them are dealing with what their parents have to go through—
How did music become a part of your life?
they are getting the backlash of that. Some are dealing with their
I started to get into music because it was a way I could finally identity—we have students who are homosexual. For some, all
they know is gangbanging and
express myself without anyone
drugs and killing and hustling.
interrupting me. My relationThe current generation
ship with my father wasn’t the
deals with a lot, and it’s bebest. My way of releasing that
so I can teach them the way of the
cause of my generation and the
anger, that stress, was just to
generation that taught me. We
write [music]. In high school,
world—not
just
the
topic
or
the
subject
are not teaching our kids how
there was a teacher by the
name of Mr. Atcher, who came
in this classroom. Music allows me to to be adults. We teach them
how to survive, and that could
during my junior year and indo that because it’s innate enough in be a good or a bad thing. Good
troduced me to the studio. He
because at least they have the
came in just as the band direcour system. It’s in us.’
common sense and the street
tor with a mic. When someone
sense to survive. Bad because
finally allowed me in the studio, I was like, ‘OK, I’m hooked. Now I can finally do what I’ve they don’t know they have opportunities to reach a higher level.
been wanting to do. I can make music.’ Mr. Atcher also taught
me to produce my own tracks. I was ditching classes to stay in How did you develop your relationship with your
the studio, and he would let me. I was so into it. I always tried students?
to stay in high school longer because I didn’t like going home
to my father. It was just something that I was very passionate
I started building those little relationships—‘Such and such,
about and was ingrained in me because it allowed me to express how’s your mom? How are you doing? Is there anything going
myself. When I listened to music, I felt like it was talking to me. on at home?’ After a while, they started opening up to me. There
When Mr. Atcher came and showed me all of this, I didn’t know was a student who said, ‘I don’t think I’ve ever seen a teacher
about it. I actually didn’t realize until this year that, hey, I am kind laugh.’ So I was opening up as much as I can to them in a profesof doing something like what he did.
sional sense but also in a mental sense to let them know, … ‘I want
to be here for you to learn what you need to learn, for you to see
that not all male figures, especially in Chicago, are absent.’ The
What lessons do you teach through music?
students here are not different from other kids in Chicago Public
In December, all the students were asking me, ‘When will I get Schools. This is the state of our youth especially in the inner city.
in the studio?’ I told them, ‘When you’re ready.’ One thing that Some of them deal with so much. This is Chicago. It’s crazy.
their generation really deals with is wanting to feel like they are
needed in today’s society. Getting them into the studio is one of How did the mock record label come about?
my ways of making them feel like they have a sense of purpose.
I want my kids to know, just because you see such-and-such
I really wanted to give the students a real-life and hands-on
on TV, living this lavish lifestyle, you don’t know what that per- approach to the music industry. We had the classroom, the preson is doing when he is not on camera. They are doing a lot and production stuff, a recording studio—we pretty much had the
staying up all kinds of hours to do a song or to write a verse or beginnings of a label, and in one of the other classes, we had a
to make sure that their publicity is happening in the right way. I T-shirt printing machine. I wanted them to learn by doing and
wanted them to get the full picture of the music industry.
by experiencing it. You know: the arguments, the laughs, the
They learn more from the streets than from their parents or bad grades, the good grades, the good songs, the bad songs—
their teachers, so how can I change or transform someone who everything.
is on the streets 24 hours and here—if they choose to be—one
I guess once they saw that the end product was to make a
hour? That’s hard. That’s what we are competing with. They are mixtape, they were like, ‘Oh, OK, so we are really going to do
not just about to open up themselves to someone they don’t something. We are not just here in class to be in class. We are
trust; it’s just not going to happen. They are going to have that actually working toward something.’ That was something I wantforce that separates them.
ed them to see. I felt the best way of learning was to do it. If I’m
They think, ‘OK, I see, Mr. Burnett is strict but yet he allows doing something, I will learn it better as opposed to just learning
us to laugh and to talk about issues. I see he is concerned about theory from a book. And kids learn that way, too.
me and whether or not I do well in class.’ When they see that,
We are teaching the business of the art here. The students
they open themselves up bit by bit. Not to say they are not going have the art in their hearts. Whether writing or rapping or singing
to be teenagers, but I want them to open up to me so I can teach is their talent, I need to show them how to transform that talent
them the way of the world—not just the topic or the subject in into a business for themselves. They can be their own brand. n

‘I want them to open up to me
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COVER STORY Juvenile Justice

Minor
misconduct
In 2010, the state began treating 17-year-olds
facing misdemeanor charges as juveniles. But those
charged with felonies are still sent to adult courts,
and their number has since spiked. By Angela Caputo

J

emarco Baldon was sitting in his high school music class in June
trying not to doze off during the movie Chicago when a security
guard tapped him on the shoulder. A police officer wanted to ask
him a few questions.
“They say, ‘What’s done in the dark comes to light,’”
Baldon said. The 17-year-old knew that he’d spent too much time
shooting dice and hustling drugs. Even after he got a job at a fast-food
joint and quit dealing, he kept wandering back to a rundown corner at
Roosevelt Road and Springfield Avenue where gambling and open dealing,
combined with sales from the Sunshine Food and Liquor store next door,
account for a thriving little business district on an otherwise haggard
stretch of North Lawndale.
Within minutes, Baldon was standing in the entryway of John Marshall
Metropolitan High School in handcuffs. Baldon is a skinny teenager, who,
at 5 feet 9 inches, weighs about 130 pounds. He wears his hair closely
cropped, and has a thing for designer clothes and a knack for sounding
insightful beyond his years. “I guess it caught back up with me,” he said.

8 THE CHICAGO REPORTER |
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An electronic ankle bracelet reports all of Jemarco Baldon’s
movements. The teen is on house arrest and is only allowed to
travel to school and work. His schedule must be preapproved by
the court. Photo by Jonathan Gibby.
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A

little more than three months earlier, an undercover cop recorded buying $40 worth of heroin
from him during Operation COPE, a sting aimed
at stamping out the neighborhood’s stubbornly
resilient drug trade. Police haven’t disclosed how
many undercover buys were made during the months that the
investigation dragged on, but before it wound down, they say
that Baldon bit twice.
He tilts his head back and squints as he tries to think back
to the days of that sting. Most of the deals run together in
his mind. By Baldon’s count, he quit dealing in late February.
“Once I got the job, it wasn’t so fascinating for me anymore,”
he said. But, before that, he sold heroin for a little more than
a year from the cul-de-sac just off Roosevelt—practically in
shouting distance of the apartment where he and his mother
lived at the time.
“It’s not that hard to sell drugs. You would be surprised. A
rich person from downtown you might see come by. It ain’t
just old bums that live in the neighborhood. It’s people from
everywhere. People come from out of town to buy drugs,” he
said. “It sells itself.”
Just weeks before school let out for the summer, Baldon
was booked on adult felony drug charges. In a mug shot, he’s
wearing his school uniform, a burgundy polo, which he ended up sleeping in at the Harrison District lockup. The next
morning, he was hauled over to Cook County courthouse at
26th Street and California Avenue in a paddy wagon.
When it comes to arresting 17-year-olds like Baldon on
felony charges, Chicago tops the nation’s 10 largest cities that
report crime data to the U.S. Bureau of Justice Statistics. And
those arrests can carry harsh consequences.
That’s because Illinois is one of 10 states in the nation
that automatically send 17-year-olds facing felony charges
to adult courts. A Chicago Reporter analysis of criminal court
data shows that an increasing number of 17-year-olds in Cook
County have been convicted as adults compared with five
years ago. In 2011, 907 17-year-olds were convicted, up 15 percent from 789 in 2007.
In 2012, Cook County is on pace to surpass last year’s record, tallying 41 percent more convictions as of April than
during the same period in 2011.
The spike comes at a time when felony arrests of 17-yearolds in the county are down slightly—by 1 percent between
2009 and 2011—according to data compiled by the Illinois
Criminal Justice Information Authority.
Despite the dip in arrests, the stakes are still high for 17year-olds—especially in Chicago, where a vast majority of the
county’s arrests are made.
In 2009, the latest year for which data are available, the
number of 17-year-olds arrested on potential felony charges in
Chicago—6,133 in all—not only trumped all major cities across
the country, but nearly equaled the combined total of three cities with the next highest records: Los Angeles, Houston and
Philadelphia. New York’s police department didn’t report its
arrest data to the U.S. Bureau of Justice Statistics that year.
If prosecuting minors in the adult system is supposed to
be cutting the worst kind of crime, Jeffrey Butts, director of
research and evaluation at City University of New York’s John
Jay College of Criminal Justice, said the strategy is falling
short. Earlier this year, Butts released an analysis of national
crime data that found violent crime hasn’t fallen any faster in
states where a large number of minors are prosecuted in adult
courts. “Overall, the rate of serious crime has dropped over
the past 15 years,” Butts said. But, as those crimes have fallen,
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“police spend more time on the little things that used to be
ignored,” he said.
According to the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, an unintended consequence has emerged from sending youth into the adult system: The nation’s youngest felons
are more likely to reoffend.
The CDC’s findings have been embraced by the gubernatorially appointed Illinois Juvenile Justice Commission, which
has been tasked with studying the effects of early encounters
with the adult law enforcement system.
In commission chairman George Timberlake’s opinion, “an
excess of emotion” has been a driving force behind sending

After school, Jemarco Baldon meets with a few friends on his porch. The stoop in front of his apartment has become the teenager’s primary place to
socialize since all of his movements are tracked by his electronic ankle bracelet under the terms of his house arrest. Photo by Jonathan Gibby.
minors into Illinois’ adult criminal courts. The commission is
poised to issue a series of recommendations later this year on
whether the state should extend juvenile jurisdiction to 17year-olds facing felony charges. That’s already the case when
it comes to delinquency or misdemeanor charges.
State Sen. Kwame Raoul, a Chicago Democrat who helped
initiate the commission’s work, said one of the biggest obstacles for any proposal that sends all 17-year-olds to juvenile jurisdiction would be prosecutors, including Cook County
State’s Attorney Anita Alvarez’ office, which he said has a his-

tory of lobbying for “tough-on-crime” policies. Alvarez’ office
declined to comment for this article.
“I don’t see North Lawndale being any ‘safer’ than it was
15 years ago,” said Mariam Kaba, the director of Project NIA,
a nonprofit that works with teens. Having a felony at a young
age has only made it harder for poor teens to get student loans,
enlist in the military or find a job, she said. “They come back
to a community that’s more depressed,” she said.
Baldon, meanwhile, is just trying to hang onto what he’s got
going for him, but, with his court case dragging on and on, it’s
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Power Points
Illinois is one of 10 states in the nation that automatically
send 17-year-olds facing felony charges to adult courts. The
Chicago Reporter reviewed all Cook County cases involving
17-year-olds and found that:
 More than 4,300 17-year-olds were convicted of a felony
in Cook County between 2007 and April 2012, a majority
for nonviolent crimes involving drugs or theft.
 In 2011, the number of 17-year-olds convicted of a felony
hit a five-year high. As of April, the number for 2012 is on
pace to surpass last year’s record.
 Nearly eight in every 10 of the 17-year-olds convicted
are black and hail from Chicago. More 17-year-olds were
arrested on potential felony charges in Chicago—6,133 in
all—than in any of the top 10 cities nationwide reporting
crime data to the U.S. Bureau of Justice Statistics.

Conviction count
The number of 17-year-olds convicted of a felony shot up in
2011, compared with the four years ago. During the first four
months of 2012, 357 more 17-year-olds were convicted.
1000

17-year-olds with felony convictions
907

800 789
2007

749
2008

772

777

2009

2010

2011

Source: Cook County Clerk of the Circuit Court; analyzed by The Chicago Reporter.
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Second City takes first
More 17-year-olds were arrested in Chicago than any other
of the nation’s 10 largest cities that reported crime data to
the U.S. Bureau of Justice Statistics in 2009.

Arrests of 17-year-olds on potential felony charges
6,133

Chicago
2,455

Los Angeles

1,994

Houston
Philadelphia
Phoenix

1,742
1,324

Note: New York did not report its data.
Source: U.S. Bureau of Justice Statistics

getting harder.
He’s on house arrest and has to get permission to go to
work. Every week he faxes his schedule over to the sheriff’s
office. At times, it gets lost in the shuffle, or the permission
gets granted too late for him to make his shift. His manager
is supportive but, “She says she can’t keep putting me on the
schedule when I can’t work,” he said.
“I worry that I’m about to lose my job,” he said.
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n a Monday morning in early September, Baldon was
back in court for the fourth time. The week before,
he began his senior year and he brought a copy of his
school schedule to show his public defender, who, two hours
after court was called into session, still hadn’t shown up.
Baldon is carrying a full course load this semester, including
advanced math, creative writing and debate. He’s still working
at the same downtown restaurant, a Wendy’s just north of the
financial district, but continues to miss shifts.
Roy Baldon, his dad’s older brother, tagged along to court
that day, frustrated that, three months after his nephew’s arrest, there was still no resolution in sight. At 6 feet 7 inches,
Roy Baldon has a commanding presence and a no-nonsense
style. “Sit up straight,” he told his nephew while quizzing him
on his school schedule. Everyone in ear shot sat a little taller.
The attorneys assigned to courtroom 201 chit-chatted,
catching up after the weekend. The judge, an aging white guy
with wire-rimmed glasses and gray moustache, was heard
talking about the previous night’s football game with a lawyer
until his microphone cut off.
Between 2007 and April 2012, there were 4,351 17-year-olds
who were convicted of a felony in courtrooms like 201. African Americans made up more than three-fourths among those
whose race and ethnicity were recorded in the county data.
On average, between 2007 and 2010, the number of 17year-olds convicted of a felony was about 772. Then, in 2010,
an Illinois law that moved misdemeanor cases back to the juvenile courts went into effect. The following year, the number
of convictions shot up by 16.7 percent to 907.
The crime category that saw the biggest increase since the
law changed was theft, which grew by 77 percent. In 2010, it
surpassed drugs as the No. 1 reason that 17-year-olds were
convicted of felonies.
Elizabeth Clarke, the executive director of the Juvenile Justice Initiative, an advocacy group that helped write the law,
wondered if the increase in convictions amounts to an “unintended backlash” as minors face stiffer charges rather than
being diverted to the juvenile courts.
But Stephanie Kollmann, clinical fellow at Northwestern
University’s Children and Family Justice Center, speculated
that a “procedural hurdle” may account for the spike. Often
times, defendants are charged with a more-serious crime but
through plea deals settle on a conviction for a lesser offense.
When it comes to low-level cases, like theft, pleading the lowest-level cases down would require transferring the teens to
the juvenile jurisdiction.
“What I suspect is happening is that youth are not getting
the benefit of the bargain,” Kollmann said. “Once you’ve been
tagged as an adult, you’re staying in that system.”
Baldon showed up to court ready to plead guilty that day—
under the right terms.
Never mind that neither he nor his attorney have had a
chance to review the audio footage that police say they have as
proof of a drug deal. Or that his court case is so thin on details
that he’s never seen a complete police report describing what
led up to his arrest.
“In a lot of these cases with youth, there are a lot of unanswered questions,” said Roy Baldon. “It’s like blindsiding
them. They don’t know what’s going on. The judge doesn’t
know what’s going on. Nobody knows what’s going on.”
When Baldon’s attorney finally showed up, he followed her
up to the judge’s bench. Like the handful of young black men
who approached the bench before him, his stance widened,
and his hands folded reflexively behind his back. His attorney
and the judge exchanged words, and she flipped through her

pocket calendar. The conversation lasted less than two minutes. The next court date was set for three weeks later.
Then the attorney broke it to Baldon that she’s retiring.
“Can I call you?” he said, following her out of the courtroom down the second-floor corridor.
She handed him her number.
“It’ll work until the 28th [of September],” she said, with
one foot through the door.
“How about getting probation?” he asked.
“I’ll put a note on your file,” she said before slipping into
the stairwell and out of sight.
Baldon didn’t look frustrated, or angry. He hung his head
with sadness.
“I hope when I come on the 9th [of October], I get an offer,” he said.

I

llinois was on the cutting edge of juvenile justice reform
more than a century ago when lawmakers created a system
that separated youth from adult offenders. The idea was
that if age-appropriate systems were in place—from schooling and social services to counseling—the youth would have
a better shot at cutting ties with crime and becoming productive adults.
Over the years, Illinois lawmakers have adopted additional
laws clearing the way for minors, younger than 17, to be transferred into adult felony courts for violent crimes, like bringing a gun to school or murder. Though they’re minors, those
defendants aren’t treated with kid gloves in the adult system;
they’re interrogated and allowed to plead guilty on their own.
If Illinois lawmakers followed their peers across the nation
and decided to push more 17-year-olds back into the juvenile
justice system, the teens would still be subject to the transfer
laws for violent crimes, Timberlake pointed out.
“We have the ability to transfer 17-year-olds to the courts
for serious crimes. And that’s important,” Timberlake said.
“We don’t have the ability to transfer them [to the juvenile
courts] for less serious crime.”
While the governor’s commission initially got off to a slow
start, the pace is picking up. Preliminary research was unveiled
in September, and, by late fall, members hope to firm up a series of recommendations on whether all 17-year-olds should
be moved to the juvenile courts. If they stay on schedule, their
report will be delivered before a new Illinois General Assembly is sworn in in January.
Raoul said that it’s too soon to predict how the new body of
lawmakers will react to raising the age of adult jurisdiction to
18. “There are folks who don’t want to appear soft on crime,”
he said.
After working with the legislature on different reforms
over the years, Clark is more optimistic, particularly because
there’s been bipartisan support on other juvenile justice issues in the past.
Commission member Julie Biehl, who is the director of the
Children and Family Justice Center, said there’s too much ambiguity over who is a child in the eyes of the law. Her hope is
that the legislature will set a uniform standard, with all 17year-olds kept in the juvenile justice system.
“We need a clear line,” Biehl said.

B

aldon was still in grammar school when he started hanging out with older guys who sold drugs not far from the
weed- and trash-filled block where police charged him
with dealing heroin.
By the time he was 15, going on 16, the money he saw other
guys making looked too good to pass up. “It was the only thing

catching my eye,” Baldon said.
Judging by the Chicago Police Department’s own arrest
data, he wasn’t alone. More teens—1,117—were arrested on
felony drug charges in the West Side’s Harrison District than
any other part of the city in 2009 and 2010.
“It’s the age-old supply and demand,” Timberlake said. “If
white kids from Skokie will drive to Austin to score, kids in
Austin will sell it to them. I don’t see a lot of jobs in Austin.”

Big punishments, small crimes

56%

Nonviolent crimes accounted for more
than half of the felony charges that 17-yearolds have been convicted of since 2007.

Prevalent crimes
These charges accounted for 84 percent of the crimes that
17-year-olds were convicted of during the past five years.

Top five charges
Drugs

29%

Theft

23%
15%

Guns
12%

Robbery
Battery

5%

The face of felons
Nearly eight out of every 10 of the 17-year-olds convicted of a
felony in Cook County are black.

10% Latino
12% White
Source: Cook County Clerk
of the Circuit Court; analyzed
by The Chicago Reporter.

78%
Black

Methodology
Using a database obtained from the Cook County Clerk of
the Circuit Court, The Chicago Reporter analyzed all court
records for 17-year-old defendants who faced a felony
charge in adult courts and were convicted between January
2007 and April 2012. Those records include case numbers,
charges by statute, defense type, plea, verdict and sentence,
as well as personal information about defendants such as
names, date of birth, address, ZIP code and race. But they do
not indicate arrest date—making it impossible to determine
the defendants’ age at the time of their arrest. To account for
it, the Reporter took the year in which each charge was filed
and applied to it the latest possible date the charge could
be filed—Dec. 31—to identify 17-year-olds while weeding
out those who just turned 18. The cases were categorized
as “violent” if they involved murder, sexual assault, battery,
robbery and use of a gun. “Nonviolent” cases involved drugs,
theft, property damage or trespassing.
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Jemarco Baldon heads back to the Honorable George N. Leighton Criminal Court Building at 26th Street and California Avenue for his fourth court
appearance on a felony drug charge. Photo by Jonathan Gibby.
Police launched Operation COPE early on in the year to restore order to a corner of the neighborhood where Harrison
District Sgt. Daniel Allen said the drug sales “were incredible.”
Allen’s West Side district stretches through North Lawndale to East Garfield Park and parts of Humboldt Park. Seventeen-year-olds from those three communities, along with
neighboring Austin, account for nearly a third of the convic-
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tions in Cook County during the past decade.
“The drugs do sell themselves,” said Allen, a former tactical officer who worked the narcotics beat. “But nobody’s a
victim for doing what they do. You’re not a victim. You’re an
offender.”
In Baldon’s case, he’s a repeat offender. On Feb. 18, he was
walking down the block with a friend when police cuffed him

Exclusive online extras
Use your smartphone
to scan this code or go to
www.chicagoreporter.com to
watch a video about what life
is like for Jemarco Baldon.
and still lives in the area. In his mind, “Reform is the bigger
issue.”
“When kids get locked up, when they get out of jail, what is
there for them to do?” he said. “Because of their environment,
they’re going to commit these crimes again because they don’t
come from a controlled environment or they’re enticed by the
fast money.”
Last year, Baldon’s mom moved him into a greystone on a
street just a few blocks east, where open drug dealing is less
prevalent. “It’s much quieter,” he said from the porch of his
third-floor apartment that faces a string of boarded-up homes.
But it’s not exactly a respite.
“Our community is messed up. Drug dealers are out early
in the morning. There are bums everywhere,” Baldon said. “I’m
so used to it—everything from shootings to people overdosing to big-time drug dealers going to jail or getting killed. I’ve
seen it all.”
The reality that he could get stuck in the neighborhood
with nothing to do but sell drugs weighs heavier on Baldon
these days. “I’m still a kid, but at this age, I’ve got to learn how
to be a young adult,” he said.
“I saw where it was going to get me,” Baldon added. “I didn’t
never want to be labeled a statistic: A typical black male, dead
or in jail or dropping out of high school, or on the corner, putting their energy into the wrong thing. Negative things.”
By late February when he got the interview at the downtown Wendy’s restaurant, where his mom’s friend is the manager, Baldon was itching to try something new.

‘T

for selling $60 worth of heroin. As a first-time offender, a
judge decided to toss that case in exchange for the 17-year-old
going to drug school for four days and keeping his nose clean.
Baldon admited that his first brush with the law wasn’t much
more than “a slap on the wrist.”
The case was thrown out on July 6, but the initial charge was
tacked back onto his current case, making probation unlikely.
“We can lock up 1,000 people, and that’s not going to help
the community out,” said Allen, who grew up on the West Side

hey say change is life,” Baldon said, “but change is
optional.”
Six months after he landed the job at Wendy’s,
he’s still working four or five days a week. On school days, he
makes it downtown for the 5-to-midnight shift. On the weekends, he usually starts at 3 p.m.
“I love my job,” Baldon said. “It’s fun satisfying your customers. You get in some jokes. They like me. The managers be
working with me.”
The money’s not bad either. Every two weeks, Baldon earns
somewhere between $300 and $500. It’s not that much less
than what he made dealing drugs, though he used to work far
fewer hours.
He keeps reminding himself that school needs to be his top
priority, though he often “gets distracted,” mostly by girls and
keeping up with his friends.
“It seems like it’s gonna be a good school year,” he said. “I’m
just ready to get through high school.”
His legal problems have made getting to class a challenge;
he missed the first three days of school because of another
mix-up at the sheriff’s office.
If he could pick any career, he would be an architect. He figures it’s a good fit because, along with his aptitude for math,
he’s pretty handy. He’s swapped out lights, fixed a broken door
and built a fence for his mom. “Being the man of the house,
you’ve got to fix stuff,” he said.
Baldon is hoping for a “710-1410” probation, which means
that the drug case would be wiped off his record if he steers
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Holistic reform takes root in Mississippi

F

or a few years now, Mississippi’s
juvenile justice system and the U.S.
Department of Justice have been
close acquaintances for all the wrong
reasons.
One of the first encounters came
in 2002, when the justice department
looked into two of the state’s facilities for holding juvenile offenders—the
Columbia Training School and the Oakley
Training School—and discovered harmful
conditions, such as sanitation issues and
a lack of resources for mental health.
In the end, the state went on to close Columbia and submit to federal inspections
at Oakley.
Mississippi didn’t stop there. The
state took the investigation as an impetus to take a holistic approach to reforming the rest of its juvenile justice system.
One key ingredient in this effort is an
amendment to a state law that gives 17year-olds charged with felonies a second
chance at rehabilitating their lives.
The amendment was “in response to
the Department of Justice being down
here working on some juvenile justice
issues,” said state Sen. Gray Tollison,
the chief sponsor of the amendment.
“We were trying to improve our juvenile
justice system, and I think this was a step
in the right direction.”
Before the amendment went into
effect July 1, 2011, Mississippi sent all 17year-olds charged with felonies to adult
courts but now moves most nonviolent
17-year-old offenders back under the
jurisdiction of the juvenile system.
But the amendment makes a few
exceptions: 17-year-olds who commit
acts punishable by life imprisonment or
death, such as murder, will remain within
the adult court system, as well as those
who commit crimes with the use of a
deadly weapon. And juvenile court prosecutors can petition a judge to transfer
youth back to adult court.
“The adult criminal court is no place

to put children,” said Liz Ryan, the
executive director of the Campaign for
Youth Justice. “It doesn’t have the kind
of accountability that the juvenile justice
system has, it doesn’t have the kinds of
services and treatment that are developmentally appropriate for children, [and]
it places them at serious risk of harm in
adult facilities and jails.”
Only a few months before the amendment went into effect, the state was
reminded of what could go wrong when
juvenile offenders were treated as adults.
In late 2010, the justice department accused Walnut Grove Youth Correctional
Facility, designed to house male inmates
who were up to 22 years old and convicted as adults, of multiple wrongdoings—
including the use of excessive force and
the presence of inappropriate sexual relations between staff and youth. A consent
decree was later signed, and the facility
was prohibited from housing any inmates
younger than 18.
Tollison said by transferring most
17-year-olds back to the juvenile justice
system, the state can help these teens
rehabilitate and prevent them from
becoming “revolving door” criminals. “If
you send them into the adult system,
basically you’ve thrown your hands up
and given up,” he said.
Ryan added that when states place
17-year-olds in the adult court, it leaves a
permanent scar. “There’s a lifelong negative repercussion of being in adult court
that follows that young person for the
rest of their life,” she said. “They get an
adult felony conviction that follows them
everywhere. They can’t get into school.
They can’t apply for loans. They can’t live
in public housing. They can’t apply for
certain jobs.”
Those who do go through the juvenile
justice system in Mississippi have access to programs for mental health and
rehabilitation through the Mississippi
Department of Human Services. One

clear of trouble. His outgoing public defender said that’s unlikely because of his earlier case. About 4 percent of the 17year-olds convicted since 2007 have gotten that sentence.
“There’s a lot of kids from neighborhoods like ours that
are successful even though it’s a constant struggle,” said Roy
Baldon, who is optimistic that his nephew will turn things
around.
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such offering is the Adolescent Opportunity Program, which provides resources
such as counseling and tips on filling out
job applications.
Since the amendment went into effect
in fiscal year 2012, the adult court has
seen fewer 17-year-olds indicted—66
compared with 173 in fiscal year 2011—
according to the Mississippi Administrative Office of Courts.
Angela Robertson, an associate director of the Mississippi State University’s
Social Science Research Center, analyzed
data from a database called the Mississippi Youth Court Information Delivery
System and found that 17-year-olds are
making up a growing share of teens
placed in youth systems for felonies. A
year before the amendment went into
effect, 17-year-olds made up 12.3 percent
of all youth “referred” to 51 of the state’s
youth courts for felony. During the subsequent 12 months, they made up nearly
a third—29.4 percent—of those referred
to the same courts for felony.
Jody Owens, the director of the
Southern Poverty Law Center’s Mississippi office and one of the advocates behind the bill, said there initially was some
hesitancy toward the amendment.
There “was some opposition that 17year-olds … would overrun the system,
and the system itself would not be able
to handle those kids,” he said.
Owens added that many 17-year-olds
often commit nonviolent or minor offenses, such as fighting in school or possession of small amounts of narcotics,
and their lives should not be tarnished
for “kidlike behavior” or errors made
when they’re young.
“We found that, by passing this bill,
there was not a burden on the juvenile
justice system, but more kids are given
the opportunity to be redeemed and
rehabilitated—which is a common goal
that we all share,” he said.
—Safiya Merchant

If taking a plea deal is the first step toward wiping the
slate clean, Baldon is all for it. After feeling in limbo for three
months, he’s ready to get off house arrest and get on with his
life. “I’m tired,” he said. “I don’t want to go through this again.”
Contributing: Safiya Merchant.

acaputo@chicagoreporter.com
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Rootless
Despite her odyssey from being homeless to the last
Cabrini-Green tenant and then to a Wentworth Gardens resident,
Annie Ricks still hasn’t found a place to call home. By Angela Caputo

Annie Ricks made history as the final tenant to move out of the last public housing high-rise in Chicago. The demolition was supposed to clear the
way to better housing, but the former Cabrini-Green resident hasn’t found it yet. Photo by Lucio Villa.

S

he’d said farewell to the
neighbors, and her boxes were
packed. Moving day had finally
arrived, and reporters were
on hand to witness the historic event.
Annie Ricks was met by applause as
she wheeled her belongings out of her
apartment building one last time.
The then-54-year-old’s move was
heralded as marking the “end of an era”
because, on Dec. 9, 2010, she became
the final tenant to move out of the last

standing public housing high-rise in
Chicago. A year later, 1230 N. Burling
St. was torn down as part of a larger,
decadelong strategy by the Chicago
Housing Authority to eliminate tens of
thousands of substandard and poorly
managed units.
By sheer chance, Ricks, and her children, became the public faces of the
families who would see their lives improve because of the redevelopment
plan. “We see one door closing and an-

other door opening,” Lewis A. Jordan,
the former CHA chief executive told a
reporter at the time.
It’s been nearly two years since Ricks
and her family relocated to a new apartment on the city’s South Side. For her,
tearing down her former building has
done little to wipe away the deep poverty
that she’s been trying to escape since she
moved into the Cabrini-Green neighborhood nearly a quarter of a century ago.
It began one snowy afternoon in 1989,
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when Ricks dragged her eldest son, an
eighth-grader at the time, on a five-mile
hike from Central Park Avenue and Jackson Boulevard on Chicago’s West Side
to the main office of the Cabrini-Green
public housing complex.
Ricks was feeling especially desperate. She and her five children had spent
the night before sleeping in the lobby of
the old Cook County Hospital’s walk-in
clinic. For two weeks, they’d slipped into
the pharmacy area at night. As Ricks
watched the children sleep, all she could
think of was how she was failing them.
At one point, she asked the hospital’s
child welfare workers to take the
children. “They say, ‘Miss Ricks, you’re
crazy. These kids is well-dressed and
they well-fed. And you want to give
them to us?’” she recalled.
As Ricks approached the brick building, she saw a glimmer of hope where
most outsiders only saw despair. Her
name had been added to the public
housing waitlist months earlier when
her apartment building burned to the
ground, and the wait was getting more
agonizing by the day.
“I say, ‘I’m not leaving outta here until ya’ll give me something,’” said Ricks
chuckling about storming into the management office that December day. Ricks
knew that there were empty apartments
at Cabrini. Her hope was to pressure the
CHA into filling them. “I say, ‘If I have
to, I’ll call [channels] 2, 5, 7, and 9.’ I say,
‘Walter Jacobson love news.’”
A CHA staffer relented and walked
her over to an unfinished fifth-floor
apartment at 660 W. Division St. “The
windows still had boards on it,” Ricks
said. “And it wasn’t nothing fixed up.”
She accepted anyway: “I wasn’t used
to no high-rise building but … I had to
take what I [could] get for my children.”
Ricks went on to raise 13 children in
that brick high-rise. Odds are that she’d
still be there today, if the building were
still standing.

N

ow Ricks lives at Wentworth
Gardens, a well-manicured subdivision of squat brick buildings that sit just west of the Dan Ryan
expressway along 38th Street. She was
skittish about moving to the public
housing complex with its own history of
drugs, gangs and violence, but she didn’t
have many apartments to choose from.
The process of rebuilding public housing
has been slow going. On the old Cabrini
site, for example, just one unit stands for
every 10 that have been torn down. And
nearly 35,000 families are on a waitlist
hoping for something to open up.
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Four of Ricks’ children live with her at
Wentworth Gardens. The apartment is
jammed with boxes; some haven’t been
unpacked since the move from Cabrini.
Aside from pictures Scotch taped to
the white drywall and a collection of trophies that her 13 children brought home
over the years, decorations are sparse in
the living room. A picture of President
Barack Obama clipped from a newspaper hangs in the middle of the wall. The
others are of family. On the window sill
rests dozens of trophies for baseball,
basketball, soccer, math, reading and
perfect attendance.
Her family is still faced with the ugly
truths that come along with living in an
impoverished neighborhood; the community is gang-infested, and most people around them are barely scraping by.
But there is one major difference,
Ricks said. “At least when we was at
Cabrini, we had people who was looking
out for each other.”
When her family arrived at Wentworth Gardens, the neighbors didn’t
exactly roll out the welcome mat. One
of her sons and a grandson have been
jumped three times now. And her apartment was recently ransacked. She has
decided that the neighborhood is no
longer safe. In June, she filed for an
emergency relocation. She’s waiting for
the CHA’s response.
Ricks has since sent her sons to stay
at her daughter’s South Side apartment
until another unit opens up.
In her eyes, the trouble has a lot to
do with the fact that they’re transplants
from Cabrini.
“They’re not only on my family,” she
said. Others who have moved to Wentworth from now-demolished public
housing buildings along the State Street
corridor—like Harold Ickes and Stateway
Gardens—have been harassed or jumped
as well. It’s a complaint made by families
across the city that have been consolidated in communities where neighborhood allegiances run deep.
“People said, ‘Go back where you
came from,’” Ricks said.
Since leaving Cabrini, even Ricks
doesn’t see the “new” neighborhood
that replaced her old one as a place
where she belongs.
Most of the public housing buildings
are long gone. She can’t see herself in
one of the replacement condos because
she imagines that she’d end up feeling
like a guest in her own home, like many
public housing residents do at the new
mixed-income sites. She was offered
one of the few remaining public housing
units, a rowhouse, at Cabrini. But secu-
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rity is an issue there as well.
“There’s a lot of shooting going on,”
Ricks said. Two recent shooting victims
were students whom Ricks watched grow
up at Schiller and Sojourner Truth elementary schools, where she worked as
an aide until they were shuttered alongside the public housing around them.
“Why should I go from harm and danger
back to harm and danger?”
And she fears that if she moved into
a rowhouse—where three of every four
units are currently vacant—she’ll be
sent packing soon. “Why should I go
back over to Cabrini-Green if they’re
going to tear it down in a year?”

R

icks is a slender woman with
shiny skin that’s dotted with
freckles. She wears her hair pulled
back tightly in braids. Born in Alabama,
she was the baby of the family. Her mom
was a broke, single parent who grew up
picking cotton and then became a house
keeper. “When she was in Alabama, she
took care of—well I’m just gonna say
it—white children. ’Cause that’s what
she did,” Ricks said. That family paid
her mother $2 a day to be their maid
and nanny.
Rick’s older brother was the first
of her siblings to move to Chicago. He
rented an apartment at 13th Street and
California Avenue. Then at age 10, Ricks
and her mother arrived in Chicago from
Riverview, Ala. They lived in the same
apartment building as her brother. She
went on to graduate from Harrison High
School in the ’70s and stayed on the
West Side for about 20 years.
It’s been five decades since Ricks left
Alabama, but she’s still got a Southern
touch about her—especially when it
comes to manners. Every time her voice
booms with frustration, she follows up
with, “But I ain’t mad.” It’s always in a far
more reserved tone.
For now, she’s got her heart set on an
apartment in a “better neighborhood.”
Her first pick was Archer Courts, a public housing development just around the
corner from Chinatown.
“I want to be there ’cause there’s no
hanging on the corner, there’s not too
many liquor stores in the area and there’s
no broken glass out on the sidewalk—
none of that type of stuff,” she said.
After three people were gunned down
in Rick’s backyard in late August, Ricks
said the move can’t come fast enough.
“They’re not going to put my family in
danger anymore.”
Contributing: Safiya Merchant.
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The stretch of 47th Street that runs between Cicero and Ashland avenues is known as a major corridor for prostitution. Photo by Lucio Villa.

Escorted to jail
Sex workers, not their patrons, are bearing
the brunt of prostitution-related felony charges
in Illinois. By Christie Thompson

T

ammy Gaultney’s first stint
in jail came when she was 36
years old. A pimp had brought
her from her hometown in
Muskegan, Mich., to Santa Monica,
Calif., where she was arrested and
charged with prostitution. “Drugs led me
to do things I never thought I would do,”
Gaultney said. In the six years since her
first arrest, she has been charged with
prostitution 37 times across four states.
“I lost my kids because of drugs, so
I took to the streets. … Ever since then
I’ve been constantly in jail all over the
country,” she said in May, while walk-

ing laps around the dog park near the
Haymarket Rehabilitation Center, where
she attended Prostitution Anonymous
meetings and worked to get clean.
Gaultney has wispy brown hair and a
soft voice, and lets out a small, self-conscious laugh when she mentions particularly unfunny things, like the abuse she
said she suffered at the hands of police
and pimps. She now writes frequent letters to her three sons, who were 3, 4 and
14 years old when she lost custody.
Since completing her time at Haymarket in August, Gaultney has been on
the job hunt. Before ending up in pros-

titution, she worked in food service and
manufacturing, and received both her
GED diploma and a certificate in welding. And she just went through a twoweek job-seeking re-entry program at
Roosevelt University. But, with her rap
sheet that includes two felony convictions for prostitution, she is facing an
uphill battle in finding steady work off
the streets.
Gaultney’s felony convictions came
when her charge was upgraded, thanks to
an Illinois prostitution law that is among
the harshest in the country. Under the
law, any repeat prostitution misdemeanor is eligible to be upgraded to a felony—
one of two states allowing such upgrade
after a single charge.
On paper, sex workers are still not as
likely to face felony charges as their patrons, who can be charged with a felony
on their first offense under the Illinois
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Safe Children’s Act, which was enacted
in 2010.
But a Chicago Reporter analysis of the
Cook County State’s Attorney’s Office
data shows that prostitution-related
felonies are being levied almost exclusively against sex workers. During the
past four years, they made up 97 percent
of the 1,266 prostitution-related felony
convictions in Cook County. And the
number is growing: Felony convictions
among sex workers increased by 68 percent between 2008 and 2011.
Meanwhile, since the Illinois Safe
Children’s Act, only three prostitution
patrons have ever been charged with a
felony.
The state’s attorney’s office and the
Chicago Police Department declined to
comment for this story.
“It’s really disconcerting,” said Daria
Mueller, associate director of state affairs
for Chicago Coalition for the Homeless.
Along with working on several pieces of
sex trafficking and prostitution legislation, Mueller helped plan the Women In
Need of Gender-specific Services felony
prostitution court—known as WINGS
court—that was established by the Circuit Court of Cook County to connect
women trying to leave the sex trade with
needed resources.
In the year and half since the court
began, Mueller has seen a “skyrocketing”
number of women facing prostitution
felonies. “I feel like that [the upgrade]
has been happening much more easily,
quickly [and] frequently,” Mueller said.
For the 149 people convicted of pros-

Marissa Claxon, criminal defense attorney with Cabrini-Green Legal Aid,
said that kind of upgrade is fairly rare
in criminal law. “I can’t think of another
charge that functions that way—that the
exact same conduct becomes a felony
just because you’ve been convicted of it
once before,” Claxon said.
In 2006, the Mayor’s Office on Domestic Violence completed an Intersystem Assessment of Prostitution in Chicago to better understand how Chicago
was arresting, charging and convicting
prostitution-related offenses. “The Chicago Police Department has a departmentwide policy of upgrading charges
… whenever appropriate and possible,”
the report found. According to the assessment, the district commander and
a supervisor in the vice-control unit reviewed all prostitution arrest reports to
ensure all eligible offenders are charged
with felonies.
Samir Goswami, a contributor to the
Intersystem Assessment as the former
assistant director of policy at the Chicago Coalition for the Homeless, said a
community-led crackdown on prostitution in the early 2000s led to police’s
strict interpretation of the law.
“Women were arrested for prostitution many times [and kept] getting
misdemeanors. [Community policing]
groups put a lot of pressure to increase
charges to felonies,” Goswami said. As a
result, the number of women convicted of prostitution-related felonies increased by about 45 percent from 2003
to 2004.

‘Prostitution should not ever be upgraded
to a felony. What we need is more options for these
individuals. Sending them to jail is not the answer.’

—Daria Mueller, Chicago Coalition for the Homeless
titution felonies during the first four
months of this year, the upgrade that
happens almost automatically makes
leaving the sex trade even more difficult, Mueller said. “Prostitution should
not ever be upgraded to a felony,” she
said. “What we need is more options for
these individuals. Sending them to jail is
not the answer.”

T

he decision to make a felony upgrade is made in concert with an
arresting officer and an assistant
state’s attorney at the Office of Felony
Review. If the attorney does not sign off
on the upgrade, the police department
can request to override the decision.
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Overall, the report exposed an imbalanced system that came down hard on
people in prostitution but rarely held
their patrons accountable. The assessment recommended, “prioritizing the
arrest of customers, pimps/arrangers,
and traffickers … [and ensuring] that
customers who reoffend receive escalating penalties.”
In 2008, Goswami created the End
Demand Illinois campaign in an effort
to shift the focus of prostitution law
enforcement from those selling sex to
those buying. The campaign’s first major legislative success came in 2010 with
the passing of the Illinois Safe Children’s Act. Along with shielding minors
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in the sex trade from prosecution, the
law increased first-time patronizing
charges to a felony.
But, under current state law, an offender must be caught in the act or in
transaction to be charged with a patronizing felony. Even on repeat charges, attempting to pick up someone for prostitution remains a misdemeanor. People in
the sex trade, however, can face a felony
for “performing, offering, or agreeing to
perform” an act of prostitution for their
second offense.
Gaultney said such a broad definition
makes it easy for officers to arrest people
they know have a history. “They’ve even
… [thrown] me in a paddy wagon to go to
jail just for walking down the sidewalk,”
she said.

L

ocal law enforcement agencies
have been vocal about their support for End Demand efforts. The
Cook County Sherriff’s Office organized
the first National Day of Johns Arrests
in 2011 and created a “John’s School”
curriculum for arrested patrons.
In 2008, Cook County adopted the
Public Morals Nuisance Violation Ordinance, which significantly increased
fines for patronizing charges. Offenders
who once walked away paying only $100
in bail for their misdemeanor charge
now owe anywhere from $500 to $1,000
in fines, plus impoundment fees for
their vehicles.
The Chicago police has also launched
programs to deter potential patrons. In
2005, in a controversial effort to shame
offenders, the department began posting
the mug shots and other information
about arrested johns online.
But these efforts haven’t necessarily
led to more charges under state statutes.
A review of the Chicago police’s website
by researchers at DePaul University’s
Social Science Research Center, for example, showed that less than a quarter of
the online offenders were charged under
state law in the past two years.
Criminal defense attorney Chris M.
Shepherd said this might explain some
of the discrepancy in prostitution felonies. “For whatever reason, solicitors are
usually charged under the city ordinance,
and the alleged prostitutes are usually
charged under state law,” Shepherd said.
Multiple violations of a city or county
ordinance don’t result in a steeper fine
or longer jail sentence. Chicago Municipal Code 8-8-060, under which Chicago
police are charging most johns, does not
outline increased consequences for repeat offenders.
William Leen, a sergeant working in

After spending her time at the Haymarket Rehabilitation Center, Tammy Gaultney participated in a two-week job-seeking program at Roosevelt
University, which offers help in pursuing and maintaining employment. Photo by Lucio Villa.
the Cook County Sheriff’s Office Vice
Unit, said county-ordinance fines seem
to be deterring more patrons than misdemeanor charges did. “It’s really hitting them in the pocket book,” he said.
“We’re not seeing repeat customers like
in the past, when we were going through
the courts.”
Some of the money collected will finance support services for people trying
to leave the sex trade. Human trafficking legislation approved by the Illinois
General Assembly in August dictates
that half of collected fines will go toward
programs for sex trafficking victims.
But some advocates question whether
a steep fine or a rap sheet is more likely
to keep patrons away. “When you treat
it in an administrative manner, you are
denigrating it [to] a lesser crime,” said
Jody Raphael, a senior research fellow
at the DePaul University College of Law
working closely with End Demand. “It
becomes like a traffic ticket.”
Violators of city and county codes
aren’t always arrested, as officers can
issue a citation on site and schedule a

court date during an administrative hearing. Chicago police reports show men are
even less likely to be arrested now than
they were in 2005. Men accounted for 34
percent of prostitution-related arrests in
2010, a decrease of nearly 7 percentage
points since 2005.
Rachael Morgan said she never saw
a john arrested during the eight years
she spent in prostitution. “They talk to
a man and let him go, and we get put in
cuffs,” she said. “They would ask [the
john], ‘Do you know who you’re picking
up?’ They talked about us like we were
lower than earth.”

D

ata from the state’s attorney’s
office show that progress has
been made in convicting pimps
and traffickers of felony crimes. In July
2011, Illinois prostitution law was revised to put all pimping and advancing
charges under “promoting prostitution,”
punishable by a felony on first offense.
As of April 2012, 37 people had been
convicted on felony promotion charges.
Working closely with End Demand,

Cook County State’s Attorney Anita Alvarez has made sex trafficking one of her
department’s highest priorities. Since
creating the Human Trafficking Initiative in 2010, Alvarez’ office has convicted 17 individuals of felony human trafficking. “More than ever before, we are
focusing our efforts on rescuing women
and children caught up in this crime and
punishing the traffickers to the fullest
extent of the law,” Alvarez said in a news
release in May.
But critics say that such rescue rhetoric means little without lessening the
punishment for those arrested on prostitution charges. “There’s an acrossthe-board belief that all sex workers are
victims, but arresting them is further
victimization,” said Serpent Libertine,
director of the Chicago Sex Workers
Outreach Project.
Rachel Lovell, senior research associate at Case Western Reserve University’s
Dr. Semi J. and Ruth W. Begun Center for
Violence Prevention Research and Education, also questioned how much the
patron-focused approach helps. “If these
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Rachael Morgan, a former sex worker for eight years, is now a part of a volunteer group at the Chicago Coalition for the Homeless to help empower
former sex workers to better their lives. Photo by Lucio Villa.
women are victims, why are they still
being felonized?” Lovell said. “There’s a
big gap in logic there.”
Lovell said increased penalties for
johns could have unintended consequences for those in the sex trade.
An analysis of data from the Illinois
Criminal Justice Information Authority
by DePaul University’s Social Science
Research Center, where Lovell worked
until this year, showed sex workers were
being charged with soliciting for a prostitute, though the statute was intended
to net their patrons and pimps. The law
targeted “one who solicits another for
the purpose of prostitution; or arranges
or offers to arrange a meeting of persons
for the purpose of prostitution.”
Though the law was repealed in 2011
and rewritten as “promoting prostitution,” the Chicago police’s website
shows 73 people were still charged with
the statute after its revision. Many of
these were transgender women, implying those in the sex trade may still be
facing incorrect charges, Lovell said.
Under the revised law, “there’s still
some ambiguity,” said research special-
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ist Jessica Speer, who contributed to
research on the impact of End Demand
legislation on sex workers. “It still penalizes people [in prostitution] who
work together, maybe for safety reasons.
It just increases felony charges across
the board.”
Regardless of the approach, advocates
on both sides contend that a felony record only makes it harder for people
wanting to leave prostitution. “Whether
you call it sex work or sexual exploitation, we all agree that women need more
options,” Goswami said. “If someone
gets a felony record, they get denied all
kinds of public services that are needed
for their recovery.”
Such low levels of support mean high
rates of recidivism for people in prostitution. According to a 2002 study of women in Cook County Jail by the Chicago
Coalition for the Homeless, 42 percent
of women incarcerated for prostitution
had been in jail more than six times.
Recent legislation and programming
aims to increase alternative sentencing
options and social services for people in
prostitution. The Prostitution Alterna-
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tives Round Table, a project of the Chicago Coalition of the Homeless, helped
enact a first-offender probation law in
2007 that provides rehab services for
first-time felons. The coalition also organizes a group called the Survivors Advocacy Group Empowered, composed of
women like Gaultney who have left the
sex trade to advocate for more just prostitution legislation.
But until advocates can address Illinois’ upgrade, sex workers, primarily
women, will continue to rack up felony
charges.
“It does discourage me. I’m thinking
I’m not going to make it and I’m scared,”
Gaultney said about her fears for the future. She’s attended some employment
seminars, where they distribute lists of
employers who will hire ex-felons.
When asked what is most needed to
aid those in prostitution, Gaultney was
quick to answer. “Social services. Education for women—that they can make it,
and there are places to help,” she said.“If
I wasn’t [educated], I would still be discouraged and want to go back out the
way I used to live.”
n
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As the national unemployment rate slowly declines, millions of Americans continue to struggle. “I recently lost custody of my three children
because I don’t have a job,” explained Vivian Penny. “I stand out here asking people for money to try and get by.” Photo by Jonathan Gibby.

