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Deportees stand outside the main bus station in Matamoros, Mexico. Many of the men must 
remain there until they can gather enough money to return home. Photo by María Inés Zamudio.
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On Aug. 7, the Community Renewal 
Society announced that Susan Smith 
Richardson has been named editor and 
publisher of The Chicago Reporter.

Richardson is an award-winning 
journalist with more than 25 years of 
media experience, focusing on race, pov-
erty and social inequality, with an em-
phasis on blending narrative and data-
driven journalism. She joins the staff on 
Sept. 18.

“Susan Smith Richardson brings an 
extraordinary range of talents and jour-
nalistic experience, and a deep commit-
ment to social justice,” said Alexander 
Sharp, acting executive director of CRS, 
which publishes the Reporter. “Under 
her leadership, the Reporter will break 
new investigative ground for years to 
come.”

Laura S. Washington, the Reporter’s 
interim publisher, said that Richardson 
brings “a unique mix of skills, connec-
tions and savvy,” to the Reporter. “She’s 
ready to lead the Reporter as it expands 
its digital footprint and take us to new 
heights.”

Race and class, Richardson says, are 
“hot-button issues in Chicago and the 
nation.” She adds that “through its for-
midable investigative reporting, the 
Reporter has exposed the many ways 
in which these issues play out in the 
city, state and nation. Moving forward, 
we need to maintain our commitment 
to reporting about social and economic 
inequality while developing new story-
telling techniques and editorial features, 
and a digital presence to engage a broad-
er audience in an informed conversation 
about race and class.”

As managing editor of The Texas Ob-
server, a nonprofit, investigative news 
journal, Richardson developed an award-
winning culture section that explored 
the intersection of popular culture, poli-
tics and social change. As public educa-
tion editor at the Chicago Tribune, she 
directed a series that galvanized com-
munity action around the rising homi-
cide rate among Chicago’s youth.

At the Austin American-Statesman, 
she wrote a series of columns on the 
gentrification of African-American and 
Latino communities.

Richardson has also worked in higher 
education, recently serving as a research 
fellow at the Bernard and Audre Rapo-
port Center for Human Rights and Jus-
tice at the University of Texas School of 
Law. From 2007 to 2011, she was a senior 

writer at the John D. and Catherine T. 
MacArthur Foundation.

In 2002, she received a Nieman Fel-
lowship at Harvard University and con-
tinued her studies at Harvard’s Kennedy 
School of Government, earning a mas-
ter’s degree in public administration in 
2004.

A distinguished, search committee 
recommended Richardson from a 
“stellar” pool of candidates from 
around the nation, Washington said. 
“The committee agreed that Susan’s 
credentials and intellect are first-rate. We 
are extremely grateful to the committee 
for contributing their wisdom and 
expertise to this singular task.”

Richardson succeeds former Editor 
and Publisher Kimbriell Kelly, who de-
parted last fall to become an investiga-
tive reporter at The Washington Post. 
Washington stepped in to serve as in-
terim publisher and lead the search for 
the Reporter’s new leader.

Richardson will leverage the Report-
er’s digital plan, its talented staff, media 
partnerships, and other assets to grow 
and enhance the operation.

In other news:
 � On Aug. 3, the Reporter received a 

National Association of Black Jour-
nalists’ “Salute to Excellence” award 
during the association’s annual con-
vention. It was honored for “Abusing 
the Badge,” an investigation by Re-
porter Angela Caputo, Interim Edi-
tor Rui Kaneya, and Intern Yisrael 
Shapiro. Published in May 2012, the 
story took the top prize in the inves-
tigative reporting category for maga-
zines under 1 million circulation.

 � The Reporter’s recent cover story has 

made waves. In “Cashed Out,” Capu-
to looked into the Chicago Housing 
Authority’s Housing Choice Voucher 
program and found that many fami-
lies who participate end up living in 
substandard buildings in Chicago’s 
most challenged communities. The 
report got a swift response from 
Chicago Alderman Leslie Hairston, 
whose 5th Ward is home to hundreds 
of chronically failing buildings. She 
will explore ways to ban bad land-
lords, Hairston said in early July. She 
will also look at developing tighter 
inspection guidelines and response 
times in emergency situations. And 
Hairston pledged to reach out to 
housing advocacy groups to develop 
guidelines that could be “codified” in 
a city ordinance.

 � The Reporter has selected two out-
standing photojournalism fellows for 
2013-14.

Michelle Kanaar, a Miami native, 
recently completed a photography 
internship at the Miami Herald. She 
received a master’s degree with a 
concentration in photojournalism 
from the University of Missouri in 
2012 and a bachelor’s in international 
studies from the University of 
North Carolina at Chapel Hill. The 
native Spanish speaker also speaks 
intermediate Dutch and Arabic.

Sophia Allison is a senior at 
Columbia College Chicago, studying 
photography with a concentration in 
photojournalism. The Los Angeles 
native moved to Chicago’s south 
suburbs in 2003. Since 2011, Allison 
has taught photography and video 
to middle school and high school 
students from the city’s South and 
West sides. She is working on an 
independent multimedia project, 
“Graduation,” which examines youth 
violence in Chicago.

In September, they will begin a 
nine-month fellowship, producing 
print and online photography for the 
Reporter, as well as videos and multi-
media presentations.

 � The fine photography of the Re-
porter’s June exhibit, “Issues Visu-
alized,” is now on sale. The original 
work of former photojournalism 
fellows Jonathan Gibby and Lucio 
Villa can be viewed and purchased 
online at affordable prices. Go to: 
www.chicagoreporter.com/issues-
visualized.

REPORTER NEWS

WWW.CHICAGOREPORTER.COM   |   tHE cHIcAGO REpORtER   3

New leader for digital age

Susan Smith Richardson

�
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By Deysi Cuevas

Luke Giveen is afraid that he will soon be priced out of 
Pilsen.

For the past year, the 22-year-old has lived in an 
apartment building near the corner of 17th Street and Racine 
Avenue. He earns just enough as a freelance bike mechanic to 
cover the $500 monthly rent for his two-bedroom apartment.

But Giveen has recently noticed potential investors and real 
estate agents visiting his Southwest Side building. If the own-
ership changes, a price hike could be on the horizon, he fears. 
He knows all too well that such a scenario has played out at 
many other neighborhood buildings.

He and his girlfriend “love the neighborhood and we’re very 
involved in the community,” he said, but “we don’t make a lot 
of money.”

Giveen’s story is a famil-
iar one in Pilsen, where many 
low-income residents have 
been forced to move out as 
the neighborhood has grown 
popular for its proximity to 
Chicago’s downtown.

This is why Giveen reached out to the Pilsen Alliance, which 
works to fight such displacement. Nelson Soza, the nonprofit 
community organization’s executive director, explained that 
Giveen’s building, like many others in the community, badly 
needs maintenance. It needs plumbing repairs and pest exter-
mination. The cost for such repairs, which he estimated could 
reach well into six-figures, will likely propel rent hikes—espe-
cially if the building gets sold, he said.

Soza is no expert in housing issues, but that doesn’t faze 
him. He got into community organizing more than 20 years 

More online
Visit chicagoreporter.com 
to watch a video about 
gentrification in Pilsen. 

Displacement buster
 An organizer empowers Pilsen residents to stave off gentrification

Between 2000 and 2010, 100,000 Mexican residents left Pilsen, says Nelson Soza, a community organizer. “When you displace people without 
giving them the tools to be able to succeed in society, when you’re just hiding poverty instead of fixing it, I think that we’re lying to ourselves,” he 
says. Photo by Juan Antonio Labreche.



to 10,000 people leaving. What we found was that gentrification 
was happening due to increased property values. [There were] 
a lot of demolitions of old buildings and zoning changes. Zoning 
changes would allow properties to be built in place of the older 
properties at a higher density. For example, if I have a house and 
I get rid of it and I build five stories up, then we can see that, 
instead of making money from one house, I can make money 
from five. So these zoning changes were a big factor in [raising 
property values].

In what ways have you helped families who have been 
affected by gentrification? 

We help people every day. We help them with information 
about jobs, about housing, legal things. We connect them to ser-
vices and resources. Above all, I think [giving] them a voice, an 
opportunity to exercise their power—it’s probably the greatest 
contribution that we can make. We can sit here and talk about 
gentrification all day but, if you don’t mobilize, if you don’t put 
pressure on the people that hold the purse strings, you aren’t 
getting anywhere. So, the best way that we know how to help 
people fight gentrification is to help them express their voice.

How can a poor community be converted into a richer 
community without changing its identity?

I think there [should] be more opportunities for people to buy 
their own properties, to become owners. There have to be af-
fordable housing opportunities. If we lose affordable rentals, we 
need to create new ones. If [people] want to bring new devel-
opments, we have to ask those developments to minimize the 
impact that they could have. For instance, if you’re going to build 
20 apartments, we have to make sure that some of those apart-
ments are really affordable.

Why do you think people are so attracted to the 
neighborhood? 

Well, on the one hand, you have the Mexicans, new immigrants 
and then there are more established first-and second-generation 
Mexicans. Then you have the white, hipster culture. I think those 
two groups are attracted to Pilsen because of different reasons. 
Maybe there are some connections, but for Latinos, Pilsen rep-
resents the place where you sleep at night. It also represents a 
community, a culture that embraces things that are relevant to 
people’s lives, relevant to survival, in some cases. People here 
help each other. There is a social, cultural and family element that 
I think Latino people seek, and I think that serves as a way to be at 
home away from home. I think that hipsters are attracted for sim-
ilar reasons even though they don’t have that same need. They 
like the murals and the people selling the fruit. I think people think 
this is a pretty and interesting neighborhood to explore. They’re 
also 15 minutes away from downtown by virtually any means of 
transportation. You’re close to where things are happening, and 
that is a very attractive element to this community.

Are there any upsides to gentrification?
The positive side could be that Pilsen is getting better; there 

are [higher] taxes and more services. OK, so how come the li-
brary is closed half the time? Why [are] all the parks overcrowd-
ed? We want more parks, we want better schools, and we want 
more libraries. That’s how you create opportunities. So, I don’t 
think that gentrification in the way that I define it—in the sense 
of this class replacement—has any benefits. We all believe in 
economic and community development, but that’s a different 
thing. Displacement is always bad. If you have to leave a place 
that you love because you can’t afford it anymore, where’s the 
benefit in that? Who benefits from that?
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ago in Chile. “I experienced the repression of the dictatorship, 
the violation of human rights, and that started a desire on my 
part to help in the search for social justice,” he said. “That’s 
what we’re trying to do [in Pilsen].”

Soza is now exploring creative ways to raise funds to help 
upgrade the neighborhood’s decaying housing stock. He would 
like to see his neighborhood get access to Tax Increment Fi-
nancing District funds. Meanwhile, his organization is trying 
to empower residents by regularly holding workshops to edu-
cate them about tenants’ rights.

The Chicago Reporter recently sat down with Soza to discuss 
gentrification and how it affects low-income families.

Why should people be concerned about 
gentrification?

It is a matter of fairness. It is a matter of justice. Everyone 
talks about the American dream and the land of opportunity. I 
think that, when you displace people without giving them the 
tools to be able to succeed in society, when you’re just hiding 
poverty instead of fixing it, I think that we’re lying to ourselves.

What’s happening to Pilsen and other low-income communi-
ties across the city is that people are being robbed of the op-
portunities that other generations had in the past. And by kick-
ing them out of where the jobs are, you’re basically condemning 
them into more poverty. If we keep denying people the power to 
make decisions, then you’re pushing people into desperate situ-
ations and to a continual cycle of desperation that destroys lives.

How has Pilsen evolved as a result of gentrification?
Pilsen is a result of policies people call ‘urban renewal’ or 

what some other people call ‘urban removal.’ In the ’50s, with 
the expansion of [the University of Illinois at Chicago]: A lot of 
people who used to live in that area where UIC is today were 
people of Mexican descent, and those people got pushed out 
of that neighborhood, so they ended up here. So, in a way they 
are refugees of this urban renewal process. But, when European 
folks left the city, Mexicans, people with strong family values, 
created their community—partially because of the segregation 
that people of color experienced. So they created this commu-
nity as a reflection of the culture that they have left behind, and 
they made this community flourish. Now we see that is chang-
ing. That community that I’m talking about was a community of 
working families, people who were factory workers, people who 
work in construction. So that community that was formed by 
Mexicans started to receive the pressures from this expansion 
from that investment, particularly in the eastern side of Pilsen, 
the part that’s closer to downtown.

The bottom line of all this is that just in the last census, be-
tween 2000 and 2010, 10,000 Mexicans left this community. 
So, some of the people who were here through the hard years 
were not able to experience this bloom that we see today, like in-
creased services. The most concrete way in which we see this de-
crease of the traditional population in Pilsen is in the diminished 
enrollment in some of the schools, particularly on the eastern 
boundary of the neighborhood and the reduction of affordable 
housing—which is one of the biggest problems in this commu-
nity. Today it’s becoming harder and harder to find [affordable 
housing] for people who are below the median income. A lot of 
the people in the community are still laborers and people who 
don’t have a huge income. Basically what we see today is that 
there are fewer options for those people, so they have to leave.

In 2007, we [collaborated] with the geography department 
at DePaul University and did a study on building inventory and 
figured out what was happening on the ground with the housing 
situation. We identified some of the factors that are contributing �
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A bus comes to pick up undocumented immigrants from the 
Broadview Service Staging Area—the last destination for 
immigrants in Illinois before they are deported. Photo by Joe Gallo.
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Reynaldo Hernandez lay on the cold floor of a bus station 
with his eyes open. The deportee from Illinois was in 
Matamoros, Mexico, more than 500 miles away from 
his home in the state of Guanajuato. He had no money 
to continue his journey. And after a nearly two-day bus 
trip from a detention center in Wisconsin to the U.S.-

Mexican border, he was exhausted, but didn’t dare sleep.
Hernandez carried that burden until the next morning. The heavy-

set immigrant stood outside the bus station, trying to figure out a way 
to get home before he got into trouble with one of the drug cartels 
operating in Matamoros.

“I don’t feel safe here,” said Hernandez, who was deported after living 
for seven years in downstate Bloomington. “I couldn’t sleep all night 
thinking about [members of the cartels]. I’m afraid of what can happen 
at night. They can kidnap me because they think I’m coming from up 
north and I have money with me.”

He wore a gray sweater and blue jeans. His hair was greasy, his face a 
bit dirty. He hadn’t showered in days. For protection, he stayed close to 
other deportees, like Eduardo Ruiz of Indiana. “It’s been 15 years since 
I’ve been back” to Mexico, said Ruiz, who was deported after he was 
arrested for driving under the influence. “No one in Mexico feels safe. 
There’s so much crime here.”

Together, Hernandez and Ruiz looked for ways to earn enough money 
to buy a $65 bus ticket. But a day’s work yields only a few dollars in this 
city. Without money or a viable way to get home, they were stuck. 

The U.S. government is deporting immigrants to Mexican 
cities rife with violence and drug wars. That’s leaving 
deportees vulnerable to theft, extortion and kidnapping, 
The Chicago Reporter has found.

By María Inés Zamudio

Fear & loathing
at the border

Support for 
this story was 
provided by 
the Fund for 
Investigative 
Journalism. An 
accompanying radio edition 
was produced in conjunction 
with Fronteras: The 
Changing America Desk, a 
public radio collaboration in 
the Southwest focusing on 
the border, immigration and 
changing demographics. The 
segment, produced by Mike 
Puente, can be streamed 
online. Use your smartphone 
to scan the code above or go 
to bit.ly/tcrborder.
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In mid-March, The Chicago Reporter traveled to Matamoros 
and spent four days in the area to interview deportees like 
Hernandez and Ruiz at a bus station and an immigrant 

shelter. According to the Consulate General of Mexico in Chi-
cago, Matamoros is among three border cities where U.S. Im-
migration and Customs Enforcement drops off deportees from 
its Chicago “area of responsibility,” a region that includes six 
Midwest states.

In 2012, more than 62,000 deportations were made to 
Matamoros, a sevenfold increase from 2008, according to the 
Center of Migration Studies, a research department within the 
Mexican Secretary of the Interior that tracks migration in and 
out of Mexico. An additional 59,700 deportations were made 
to the other two cities, Nuevo Laredo and Reynosa, in 2012.

Immigrant advocates and researchers of the region’s violence 
say the three cities are rife with danger for deportees. Drug 
cartels fight each other for territory while the Mexican army 
tries to curb the violence without much success. Deportees 
become targets for theft, extortion and kidnapping. Some are 
even recruited to work for the cartels.

In 2012, Nuevo Laredo had 89.1 homicides per 100,000 
residents, according to the Executive Office of the National 
System of Public Safety, a Mexican agency that compiles crime 
statistics. Matamoros and Reynosa had rates of 33.5 and 30.9 
homicides per 100,000 residents, respectively.

By comparison, Mexico City’s rate was 16.9 homicides per 
100,000 residents.

From 2011 to 2012, the three cities had a total of 49 recorded 
cases of kidnappings, while Mexico City had none.

Immigrants shouldn’t be deported to dangerous cities, 
said Angelica Kelley, vice president for immigration policy at 
the Washington D.C.-based Center for American Progress, 
a liberal think tank. “The government should be taking into 
account security conditions when deporting people,” she said.

Deporting immigrants to a city where the government can’t 
protect them violates international law, said Grace Meng, a 
researcher in the U.S. Program at Human Rights Watch, a New 
York City-based advocacy group.

“The international standard is very clear. The state has to 
have the ability to protect its people. This is a crucial issue,” 
Meng said. “There’s been many reports of people not trusting 
the government’s ability to protect them. How can we deport 
immigrants to those cities when law enforcement officials 
can’t keep them safe?”

U.S. officials choose every “port of entry” in consultation 
with the Mexican government, said Gail Montenegro, a public 

Methodology
The Chicago Reporter obtained municipality-level crime data 
from the Executive Office of the National System of Public 
Safety in Mexico, a federal law enforcement agency that 
collects crime data and coordinates national programs. The 
Reporter analyzed homicide, kidnapping and sexual assault 
data for each Mexican border city and Mexico City. The rates 
were calculated using population data for 2010, the latest 
year for which the data are available. The population data 
were obtained from the National Institute of Statistics and 
Geography, a Mexican agency similar to the U.S. Census 
Bureau. The Reporter also analyzed “repatriation” data from 
the Center of Migration Studies, a research department 
within the Mexican Secretary of the Interior that tracks 
migration in and out of Mexico. The data include the 
number of deportations of Mexicans from the United States 
from January 2012 to June 2013. It reflects the number of 
removals—not the number of undocumented immigrants 
who crossed the bridge back into Mexico.

Returning home
Among the 10 Mexican border cities with the highest popula-
tions, five cities across from Texas saw a 30 percent increase 
in deportations from 2008 to 2012. During the same period, 
cities bordering California and Arizona saw a decrease of 52 
percent and 64 percent, respectively. 

Deportations to... Border state 2008 2012

Matamoros Texas 8,128 62,174

San Luis del Rio Arizona 2,294 10,150

Piedra Negras Texas 1,783 3,390

Nuevo Laredo Texas 26,712 46,485

Mexicali California 40,063 66,517

Reynosa Texas 12,104 13,222

Tecate California 178 119

Nogales Arizona 153,736 45,177

Tijuana California 224,858 59,096

Ciudad Juárez Texas 56,091 11,030

Note: The numbers represent deportation totals nationwide.
Source: Center of Migration Studies; analyzed by The Chicago Reporter.
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affairs officer for U.S. Immigration Customs and Enforcement, 
an agency of the U.S. Department of Homeland Security. The 
agency “is committed to ensuring the safety and welfare of 
individuals who are being removed,” Montenegro said in a 
written statement.

The Mexican government, however, isn’t fully satisfied with 
the arrangement, said Mercedes del Carmen Guillen, Mexico’s 
assistant secretary of population, migration and religious 
issues. “The Mexican government has insisted on the need to 
revise the cities where people are deported,” Guillen said in 
a written statement. “We have to recognize that repatriated 
immigrants don’t receive [the] attention they need once they 
are deported.”

Peter Boogaard, deputy press secretary at homeland security, 
said the U.S. government arranged with Mexico to create a 
joint pilot program last year that sends limited numbers of 
deportees by air to Mexico City. It was made a “permanent 
initiative” on April 18. “This ongoing bilateral effort between 
both governments reflects our mutual commitment to strong 
and effective enforcement of both nations’ immigration laws 
and prioritizes the humane treatment of detainees throughout 
the removal process,” he said.

In the end, immigration officials only look at the bottom 
line when deporting immigrants, said Guadalupe Correa-
Cabrera, a professor of government at the University of Texas 
at Brownsville.

“These people are just being dumped at the border because 
it is easier and cheaper for the government,” said Correa-
Cabrera, who is writing a book about the Zetas drug cartel 
and violence in the Mexican state of Tamaulipas. “The U.S. 
government is washing their hands off of this problem.”

An earlier version of an immigration reform bill that passed 
the U.S. Senate in June contained an amendment mandating 
that the immigration agency consider the rates of violent 
crime in picking deportation locations. But the provision 
didn’t make it into the final bill. “There were some concerns 
raised by some … senators, and it became clear it wasn’t going 
to pass,” explained Ian Koski, communications director for 

Safer space
Mexico City’s homicide rate is lower than the three border 
cities where immigrants from the Chicago area are being 
dropped off when they are deported.  

City Homicides Homicides/100,000

Nuevo Laredo 342 89.1

Tecate 68                                                    67.3

San Luis del Rio 111                                                62.2

Ciudad Juárez 765                                       49.0

Nogales 75                            34.0

Matamoros 164                          33.5

Reynosa 188                         30.9

Piedras Negras 41                     26.8

Tijuana 332                  21.4

Mexico City 1,496              16.9

Mexicali 155             16.5

Dangerous territory
In 2011 and 2012, there were 49 reported cases of kidnapping 
in Matamoros, Nuevo Laredo and Reynosa, while none were 
reported in Mexico City during the same period. Mexico’s 
capital also had a lower rate of sexual assaults per 100,000 
people compared to most border cities.  

City Kidnappings Sexual Assaults Assaults/100,000

Ciudad Juárez 69 633 40.6

Tijuana 68 615 39.6

Nuevo Laredo 22 145 37.8

Reynosa 17 284 46.6

Mexicali 16 353 13.2

Matamoros 10 124 72.2

Tecate 6 43 42.5

Nogales 5 93 42.2

Piedra Negras 3 27 17.7

Mexico City 0 1,999 22.6

San Luis del Rio 0 40 22.4

Sources: Executive Office of the National System of Public Safety, National Institute of 
Statistics and Geography; analyzed by The Chicago Reporter.

U.S. Sen. Chris Coons, the Delaware Democrat who sponsored 
the amendment.

But a portion of Coons’ amendment that survived still 
prohibits nighttime deportations. “These are truly dangerous 
situations,” Koski said. “We shouldn’t be punishing [deportees]. 
We are simply returning them.”

At press time, the U.S. House of Representatives was 
considering its version of the immigration reform bill. U.S. 
Rep. Jan Schakowsky, a Democrat whose 9th District includes 
Chicago’s north lakefront and northern suburbs, said she 
would support an amendment similar to Senator Coons’. 
Deportees “are very vulnerable, and it is hard to understand 
why they would be deported in the middle of the night to a 

Opposite page, from left: Teresa Delgadillo Reséndiz, who runs the only 
shelter for migrants in Matamoros, stands among rows of bunk beds 
where deportees sleep. A group of deportees gather inside the shelter 
for Bible study. One of the men in the group had been kidnapped by 
the Zetas drug cartel. The man, from Central America, said he escaped 
after having been held for more than 10 days. Above: A daily schedule 
and house rules hang on a wall inside the shelter.
Photos by María Inés Zamudio.
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dangerous place,” she said.
Schakowsky said the best way to deal with the issue is by 

sharply decreasing the number of deportations—by confining 
the operation to criminals. “It is really discouraging to see such 
high number of deportations,” she said.

the Brownsville and Matamoros Express Bridge con-
nects the quiet, small city of Brownsville, Texas, to 
Matamoros. As you walk away from the bridge and into 

Mexico, the scenery quickly changes. Members of the Mexi-
can military walk around holding assault rifles.

Welcome to Matamoros, a city torn apart by fighting 
between two cartels—the Zetas and the Matamoros-based 
Gulf Cartel. Correa-Cabrera explained that the Zetas used to 

work for the Gulf Cartel, until the relationship ruptured in 
2010. In September, the capture of the Gulf Cartel’s leader, 
Capo Jorge Eduardo Costilla Sanchez, left a power vacuum and 
triggered more violence. The situation has kept residents in 
fear and immigrants in danger of being recruited or kidnapped, 
Correa-Cabrera said.

Despite the violence, the city is lively during the day. During 
the Reporter’s visit to the downtown area, dozens of people 
walked through the open-air market. The city’s economy 
depends on its neighbor to the north—the United States. Many 
of the residents work for one of the city’s 122 manufacturing 
plants, according to the City of Matamoros’ website.

In this city, one must follow unspoken rules to stay alive, 
residents told the Reporter. Don’t ask questions about the 

Three men standing near the Brownsville and Matamoros Express Bridge look toward Brownsville, Texas. Photo by María Inés Zamudio.
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violence. Don’t use words used to identify the cartels—
including the letter “Z,” which, in Spanish, is the name of 
one of the cartels. Don’t acknowledge newer-model sports 
utility vehicles and pickup trucks—typically driven by cartel 
members—on the streets. And one of the most important: 
Trust no one.

Correa-Cabrera said the city has no functional law 
enforcement authority. It doesn’t have a police department; 
it was dismantled by the federal government after rampant 
corruption was found. Hoping to curb the violence, the 
government sent in the military in June 2011. The soldiers can 
be seen around town walking or standing on top of blue trucks 
and holding assault rifles. Gun battles in Matamoros often 
erupt between the Zetas, Gulf Cartel and federal authorities, 
sometimes lasting several hours.

Crime data fail to show what’s really going on, as crime 

is severely underreported in Mexico, studies show. In fact, 
78 percent of victims don’t report crimes to the proper 
authorities, according to “Victimization, Incidents and the 
Dark Numbers in Mexico” by the Citizens Institute for Studies 
on Insecurity, a Mexico City-based group that researches 
crime and security issues. The study was based on a March 
2009 survey of 70,000 homes across Mexico, in both rural 
towns and urban areas.

A March 10 shootout in Reynosa is a prime example. Heavy 
gunfire paralyzed the city for hours. Associated Press reporter 
Christopher Sherman traveled there to write about it. He 
visited the morgue and several funeral homes. He reported 
that between 35 and 50 people were killed, but only two—a 
cab driver and an 8-year-old boy—were officially counted as 
victims.

The danger for immigrants has increased, as cartels target 
them for robbery and kidnapping, Correa-Cabrera said. The 
cartels hire “halcones”—or “hawks”—as informants. The 
hawks can be anyone: a cab driver, a government official, 
the guy selling tacos at the street food stand or even fellow 
“immigrants” trying to cross the border, she said.

Between 2010 and 2012, a team of Arizona researchers 
interviewed 1,113 recent deportees in cities along the U.S.-
Mexico border—Tijuana, Nogales, Ciudad Juárez and Nuevo 
Laredo. They found that about 12 percent of the deportees 
were robbed, and another 7 percent were kidnapped by gangs, 
smugglers and cartels, according to the report, “In the Shadow 
of the Wall: Family Separation, Immigration Enforcement and 
Security,” produced by the Center for Latin American Studies 
at the University of Arizona.

Teresa Delgadillo Reséndiz is in charge of Migrant House, a 
temporary shelter for deportees in Matamoros. Migrants there 
have been beaten for several reasons, she said. For example, 
when deportees’ families wire them money to buy a bus ticket, 
the immigrants become prey for robbers.

Delgadillo’s shelter can house up to 200 immigrants 
for about three days, until they can find a way back to their 
hometowns. But the shelter can’t accommodate all of the 
people who are deported to Matamoros from the United 
States, she said.

“The other day, we had 230 people deported in one day,” 
Delgadillo said, adding that she’s noticed an upward trend in 
recent years.

Elsewhere in the state of Tamaulipas, dangers still abound. 
In 2010, the Mexican navy found a mass grave at a ranch in 
San Fernando, about 87 miles from Matamoros, the Houston 
Chronicle reported. Arturo Chávez, Mexico’s attorney general, 
said it contained the bodies of 72 immigrants from Mexico and 
Central America—people killed by the Zetas, the newspaper 
reported. And in April, the Mexican military found another 
mass grave at the same ranch. It contained more than 200 
bodies of immigrants, according to the Chronicle.

The underreporting of crimes has made it nearly impossible 
to know how many people have been slain in this war. But 
most estimates by journalists are between 60,000 and 70,000 
people, Correa-Cabrera said. It is difficult to document 
homicides, as the cartels often hide the bodies of those cut 
down by the violence, she added.

It shouldn’t have to be this dangerous for deportees when 
they are returned to Mexico, said Jeremy Slack, co-author of 
“In the Shadow of the Wall.”

“It’s a cruel way to deport people,” he said. Measures could 
be taken to enhance the safety of deportees without spending 
much additional money, he added, such as sending them to 
safer cities along the California border. “The difference in cost 
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Reynaldo Hernandez (left) and Eduardo Ruiz stand outside a bus station after spending the night there. The men were deported from Illinois to 
Matamoros, Tamaulipas, Mexico. Photo by María Inés Zamudio.

of sending them to Tijuana instead of Matamoros is minimal,” 
he said. “The security conditions at each city should be 
reviewed all the time. If you’re seeing massacres of immigrants 
on one side of the border, it is a safe bet that you shouldn’t 
send people to that place.”

Correa-Cabrera said a better alternative would be to drop 
off deportees in Mexico City, the country’s capital. “That’s 
because organized crime hasn’t really touched the city,” she 
said. “Also, the transportation system in Mexico City is much 
more effective, and immigrants would have a viable way to get 
home.”

That was the idea behind the creation of the bilateral effort 
that flies deportees to Mexico City. The program is equipped 
to handle two weekly flights, each transporting more than 
100 deportees, Montenegro said. It costs the U.S. government 
about $500 per deportee, placing the estimated annual cost at 
more than $5 million. Still, the program has a limited impact; at 
its current pace, it would have covered an estimated 5 percent 
of immigrants deported to Mexico in fiscal year 2012.

Back at the bus station, on the Reporter’s second day in 
Matamoros, Hernandez and Ruiz were nowhere to be 
found. But there was another group of 30 or so deport-

ees from places like Florida, Pennsylvania and Illinois.
Alejandro Mota, a deportee from west-suburban Mount 

Prospect, was among them. He stood outside drinking coffee 
and eating a piece of the bread that volunteers from a local 
church had brought for deportees.

Mota, who wore a grey sweater and pants, said he had 

been sleeping in the bus station for two nights. He had no 
clue how he long he would stay. When he finished eating, the 
only thing on his mind was to figure out a way to get back 
to his hometown of Acapulco. The problem, he said, was that 
he couldn’t reach family members. The $25 in his pocket was 
quickly disappearing.

When asked about the violence, he smiled and tried to 
dismiss the risks.

Back in Mount Prospect, Mota lived with his wife and son. 
But he was arrested after he got into a fight with his wife’s 
“lover,” he said. He was convicted on an assault charge and 
sentenced to three years in prison. After he completed his 
sentence, he was deported.

“I wanted to see my son before being deported. He’s 10 
years old, and I hadn’t seen him” during the time he was in 
prison, Mota said. Now he stood outside the station, even 
farther away.

“I just want to find a way to communicate with my family. 
I don’t feel comfortable here,” he said. He planned on staying 
at the bus terminal for the time being. “We have nowhere else 
to go.”

He hadn’t left the station for two days. “It is dangerous 
out there,” he said. “None of the deportees know this city. We 
don’t trust this city.”

The only thing he had left was the hope that he’d make it 
out of the city alive.

Contributing: Deysi Cuevas and Leah Varjacques.  

mzamudio@chicagoreporter.com
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By Yana Kunichoff

It was one of the big stories out of the 
2012 election campaign: the minority 
vote. For the first time ever, the 

turnout rate of black voters surpassed 
that of whites in the United States, by 
2.1 percentage points. According to the 
2012 Census report, 64.1 percent of 
white voters came out on Election Day, 
compared with 66.2 percent of eligible 
black voters. Even Fox News reported 
on the decisive role the significant 
Latino vote played in the re-election of 
President Barack Obama.

The U.S. Supreme Court had that 

demographic shift in 
mind when on June 
25 it struck down key 
parts of the Voting 
Rights Act of 1965. 
The decision allowed 
nine southern states to 
change their election 
laws without having to 
demonstrate that the 
laws have a discriminatory effect. The 
decision came in a 5-4 ruling. 

The Voting Rights Act was originally 
intended to protect the voting rights of 
African Americans in the South. But ac-
cording to Chief Justice John Roberts, 
the conditions that led to the act’s pas-

sage are no longer in place. “There is no 
denying, however, that the conditions 
that originally justified these measures 
no longer characterize voting in the cov-
ered jurisdictions,” Roberts wrote.

But is it really that simple? Does a 
demographic shift mean that voting dis-
crimination and the legislation that kept 
it in check are outmoded?

Marissa Liebling, a staff attorney at 
the Chicago Lawyers’ Committee for 
Civil Rights Under Law, says the demo-
graphic shifts are “fantastic” and show 
that long-marginalized communities are 
finally finding their voices in the elec-
toral process.

But a decision like the one made by 

Evolving electorate
Why the Voting Rights Act is still relevant despite demographic shifts

This was 
published 
online on 
July 9. 
Visit bit.ly/ 
72tcr11 to 
comment. 

#MUCKRAKERS  Voting Rights Act

While the idea of mandating government-issued photo IDs to vote has been been put forward as “common sense” by supporteers of the restrictive 
voting legislation, as many as 11 percent of voters nationwide don’t have them, according to New York University’s Brennan Center for Justice.
Photo by Jonathan Gibby.
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the Supreme Court strikes at one of the 
key reasons that the black and Latino 
vote ever grew. There is voting “parity 
because those laws exist,” Liebling says, 
adding how important it is to have legis-
lation like the Voting Rights Act on the 
books.

“They helped contribute to the po-
litical participation of minority groups 
that is now being cited against these 
protections,” she says.

The reality, Liebling argues, is that 
minority voters are discriminated 
against in ways that are much more sub-
tle, and that have been persistent since 
the Voting Rights Act was enacted.

Most recently, during the 2011 Il-
linois legislative session, the issue of 
photo identification laws arose.

More than 30 states across the coun-
try, including Illinois, introduced laws 
mandating that voters would have to 
present government-issued photo IDs to 
vote. While having that ID was put for-
ward as “common sense” by supporters 
of the restrictive voting legislation, as 
many as 11 percent of voters nationwide 

don’t have them, according to a 2006 
study by New York University’s Brennan 
Center for Justice.

While many of the state-level laws 
were knocked down before they could 
take effect, advocates see them as a 
troubling trend.

Without a federal law guaranteeing 
the freedom to vote, the political system 
would become “separate and unequal,” 
argues ColorofChange.org, a Oakland, 
Calif.-based nonprofit that advocates for 
racial equality in the political system,

“Each state sets its own electoral 
rules, leading to confusing and some-
times contradictory policies with re-
gard to polling hours, registration re-
quirements, voting equipment, ex-felon 
rights and even ballot design. The result 
is an electoral system divided,” Colorof-
Change.org wrote in a statement decry-
ing the Supreme Court’s Voting Rights 
Act decision. 

In Illinois, voters have confronted 
multiple challenges at the polls in recent 
years, says Rebecca Reynolds, executive 
director of Chicago Votes, a volunteer-

run voter registration and advocacy 
group focused on the youth vote. These 
include voting locations that change at 
the last minute and, until recently, the 
unavailability of online voter registra-
tion, Reynolds says.

Such logistical challenges can keep 
the most vulnerable populations from 
coming to the polls, Reynolds explains.

The Voting Rights Act was passed in 
the midst of the Civil Rights Movement, 
in light of anti-discrimination laws that 
did not ensure the voting rights of Afri-
can Americans in the then-recently de-
segregated South.

Now, as many forms of segregation 
and discrimination still persist, some 
are calling for a renewed movement to 
protect the rights of minorities, includ-
ing voting.

“We still need to build a voting rights 
movement,” Reynolds says. “We need to 
build a path to a new Voter Registration 
Act so it can ensure the voting rights of 
all eligible Americans.”

ykunichoff@chicagoreporter.com

In recent years, Illinois voters have confronted multiple logistical challenges, including voting locations that change at the last minute and the 
unavailablility of online voter registration. Photo by Lucio VIlla.
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By Yana Kunichoff

It’s rare to see anything positive com-
ing out of Springfield on social wel-
fare. But a recent amendment to the 

Illinois Public Aid Code removes the as-
set eligibility requirements for the Tem-
porary Assistance for Needy Families 
program, which provides cash assistance 
to families living at or below 50 percent 
of the federal poverty level. The measure 
passed both houses of the Illinois Gen-
eral Assembly in June and was signed 
into law in July.

Under the old requirement, if a family 
had more than $3,000 
in assets, such as a 
savings account or a 
car, it would have been 
ineligible to receive 
the monthly financial 
assistance—$432 on 
average for a family 
of three—according 
to the Illinois Asset 

Building Group, a statewide anti-
poverty group. 

That discouraged people from sav-
ing—a key part of ending poverty, argues 
Lucy Mullany, a senior policy associate 
at Heartland Alliance, a Chicago-based 
advocacy organization for low-income 
populations.

She is also a coordinator for the asset 
building group, a coalition advocating 
for policies that help create wealth for 
low-income people. 

Along with other organizations, in-
cluding the Sargent Shriver National 
Center on Poverty Law and the Wood-
stock Institute, it led the push to elimi-
nate the asset test. 

The test “really prevents families 
from building the financial security and 
the financial independence they are go-
ing to need,” said Mullany. A family with 
less than $3,000 in savings is ill-pre-
pared for emergencies as small as a last-
minute car repair, she argued.

Low-income families are no longer 
forced to spend down their savings, 
Mullany said. “We were certainly re-
ally thrilled to see this barrier to sav-
ings eliminated for the most vulnerable 

population in the state.”
State Rep. Robyn Gabel, a Demo-

crat based in Evanston, sponsored the 
amendment. For Gabel, the legislation 
comes with an extra bonus; it not only 
helps low-income communities but 
helps the state save money, she said.

Asset tests cost Illinois taxpayers 
nearly $1 million a year, Mullany said. 
Of the 192,000 asset tests the Illinois 
Department of Human Services 
performed in 2012, it found only eight 
cases where assets of a family exceeded 
the $3,000 limit.

Temporary Assistance for Needy 
Families funds are federally funded 
block grants that allow states to choose 
whether to administer the tests. Illinois 
is the eighth state to drop the asset test, 
according to the Illinois Asset Building 
Group.

Like many social welfare initiatives, 
the assistance program has come under 
fire for providing woefully little sup-
port in an already patchy social safety 
net. More than 21,000 families in Illi-
nois received the benefits in fiscal year 

2013, according to the U.S. Department 
of Health and Human Services.

In her role with the asset building 
group, Mullany works to find ways to 
help low-income families build assets 
like retirement and savings plans, which 
can help them gain financial stability. 
Removing the asset test is only one part 
of the struggle, she said.

The asset building group is work-
ing on a host of structural changes that 
make it easier for low-income people 
to obtain bank accounts. The group is 
also looking for ways to fund retirement 
plans that are not employer-based.

“Income is certainly a part of” asset 
building, said Mullany, but it’s not the 
whole story. 

“When you look at the same income 
of two different people, you can see that, 
depending on what community they are 
in, their race, ethnicity and education, 
one may have less wealth creation over 
time,” she said.

The removal of the asset test is “part 
of a much larger movement across the 
country,” she added.

A legislative leg-up
Removing asset eligibility requirements for the Temporary Assistance 

for Needy Families program is seen as a step forward for the poor

This was 
published 
online on 
June 24. 
Visit bit.ly/ 
72tcr12 to 
comment. 

Lucy Mullany, a senior policy associate at the Heartland Alliance and coordinator for the Illinois 
Asset Building Group, in her Ravenswood office. Photo by Tyler Stabile.
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Following the July 13 acquittal of George 
Zimmerman from charges of second-
degree murder in Seminole, Fla., Trayvon 

Martin supporters across the country took 
to the streets protesting what they felt was a 
grotesque lapse in the American justice system. 
In Chicago, demonstrations were held in various 
locations. Each carried sentiments of solemnity, 
helplessness, confusion and anger. Many groups 
who organized demonstrations and rallies called 
for more functional solutions to solving the 
problems like those that led up to the killing of 
Martin. Some stated it would be as simple as 
starting at the grassroots level, by encouraging 
positive role models and participation from new 
young leaders. 

Photos by Juan Antonio Labreche.

Standing up

2
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1. On the third day of demonstrations in Chicago, about 100 people gathered at Washington Park on the city’s 
South Side and marched to Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. College Prep High School. By the time they reached the 
school, the number of marchers had grown to about 300.

2. Children watched as demonstrators march down the street.

3. A week after the verdict, rallies converged on the doorsteps of federal courthouses nationwide. Hundreds of 
supporters gathered in front of Chicago’s Everett M. Dirksen courthouse, where a supporter raised an effigy of 
Trayvon Martin’s hoodie above the crowd.

4. Marchers pass under the train tracks at Adams Street and Wabash Avenue.

5. Following the rally at the courthouse, about 300 supporters marched to the WLS studios at State and Lake 
streets. Identical rallies would be held each week until justice is served, organizers said.

1

3

4

5
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Photos by Juan Antonio Labreche and Ronnie Wachter.
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