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A group of men lines up after being booked into the Cook County Jail. It’s the last stop after a long 
day of court hearings. Photo by Sophia Nahli Allison.
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PUBLISHER’S NOTE  Reporter News
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Sept. 18 was my first day 
as editor and publisher of 
The Chicago Reporter. It’s rare 
when you can bring your val-
ues and skills to a job. I’m 
privileged to do that at the 
Reporter, an organization that 
shares my commitment to in-
vestigating race and poverty.

One of my early stories as 
a young reporter was about 
an old man known as “Uncle 
Monk.” He pushed a rickety 
shopping cart loaded with 
whatever he could salvage 
from trash bins and sold the 
items to stay afloat. His body 
was found in an abandoned 
building; he died of natural 
causes—if poverty and lack 
of health care could be con-
sidered “natural causes.” The 
pastor at Agape Ministries, 
a local church that served 
homeless people, eulogized 
him. And the county paid 
for Uncle Monk’s burial. I 
learned two things about him 
at his funeral: He had once 
worked at a meatpacking 
plant, and when asked why 
he kept pushing his shopping 
cart, he would say, “I gotta 
keep on moving.”

Uncle Monk was both a 
fixture and a phantom in the 
small Texas town where he 
lived. Everybody knew of him, 
but nobody knew about him. 
His story is like the issues the 
Reporter illuminates: They 
are at the center of our soci-

ety, but seldom at the fore-
front of public discussion.

For more than 40 years, 
the Reporter has helped place 
the intertwined issues of race 
and class high on the public 
agenda, moving beyond anec-
dotes to examine the data that 
explain structural inequality 
and the impact on human po-
tential. Who else is dedicated 
to telling these stories? As 
income inequality worsens in 

the wake of the Great Reces-
sion, the work of the Reporter 
is even more vital in Chicago 
and the nation.

We are gearing up our dai-
ly digital presence to engage a 
broader audience and deepen 
the impact of our award-win-
ning journalism in the public 
interest. Visit us at www.chi-
cagoreporter.com for more of 

the stories you expect from 
the Reporter and national of-
ferings from our partner New 
America Media, an award-
winning collaboration of eth-
nic news organizations. 

In this Issue
Does Chicago have its own 

version of New York City’s 
controversial “stop and frisk” 
policy? Some critics of the 
Chicago Police Department 
say, “Yes.” But that’s just one 
aspect of Angela Caputo’s 
compelling investigation of 
why Cook County has one of 
the highest dismissal rates 
for misdemeanor cases in the 
country.

Caputo writes: “Eight out 
of 10 misdemeanor cases 
have been dismissed between 

2006 and 2012, shows a 
Chicago Reporter analysis of 
records for 1.4 million cases 
maintained by the Clerk of the 
Circuit Court of Cook County 
and the Administrative Office 
of the Illinois Courts.”

Police are arresting people 
for drug possession, tres-
passing and other low-level 
offenses in an attempt to 

deter more violent crimes. 
Yet most of these cases are 
tossed, often because police 
officers don’t show up to 
testify. Prosecutors continue 
to press charges, despite the 
high dismissal rate.

Is this policing strategy 
making our communities 
safer or simply recycling Af-
rican Americans and Latinos, 
who are the majority of those 
arrested, through a clogged 
criminal justice system? Are 
these dead-end misdemeanor 
cases a wise use of taxpayer 
dollars or a boondoggle?

These are the questions 
raised by Caputo’s investiga-
tion, which connects the dots 
between the police, the pros-
ecutors, the courts and the 
county jail. 

Who else will tell these stories?

Susan Smith Richardson, 
Editor & Publisher
Opinions expressed by the 
editor and publisher are her own.

We welcome letters. Send them to 
tcr@chicagoreporter.com or 111 W. 
Jackson Blvd., Suite 820, Chicago, 
IL, 60604. Please include name, 
address and a daytime phone 
number. Letters may be edited for 
space and clarity.

n

Reporter News
Reporter María Inés Zamudio was 

one of 17 journalists from across the 
country selected to participate in the 
McCormick Specialized Reporting 
Institute on Immigration at the Univer-
sity of Texas at El Paso in September.  
During the three-day training, Zamudio 
participated in a ride-along with U.S. 
Border Patrol agents on the border 

with Mexico and learned new ways to 
develop in-depth and investigative sto-
ries.  As part of the training program, 
Zamudio is working on a story that will 
be co-published with Hoy, the largest 
Spanish-language newspaper in the 
Midwest.

Blogger/reporter Yana Kunichoff 
received a travel scholarship to attend 
an Education Writers Association con-
ference in Boston that explored how 

changing demographics are affecting 
college enrollment. The event, which 
was held in September, explored issues 
such as the growth of community col-
leges, the rising cost of higher educa-
tion and the low retention rates for 
African-American and Latino students.  
Sen. Elizabeth Warren, a Massachu-
setts Democrat, addressed how the 
federal government could increase 
support for higher education. 

‘As income inequality worsens 
in the wake of the Great Recession, the 
work of the Reporter is even more vital 
in Chicago and the nation.’
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By Charlotte Lait

Daniel Artaega’s biggest problem used to be that his 
name wasn’t unique enough.

A Columbia College Chicago junior and aspiring 
music entrepreneur, “Daniel” just wasn’t going to make him 
stand out of the crowd, so now he’s known as “Das.”

But earlier this year, Artaega stumbled into a new prob-
lem—one that wouldn’t be so easy to fix.

Artaega was surfing Facebook when he noticed that some 
of his old teachers were being laid off at Thomas Kelly High 
School in the South Side’s Brighton Park neighborhood. “I 
looked into it and couldn’t believe it,” he said. In all, 23 jobs 
were lost at Thomas Kelly, part of its $4 million budget cut 
this year.

Artaega hadn’t heard that, according to the Chicago Teach-
ers Union, 1,000 public school teachers had been laid off, or 
that 50 schools were closing. Chicago Public Schools had cut 
$164 million in its budget from about 100 schools this year, 

according to a late-July 
analysis by Raise Your 
Hand for Illinois Public 
Education, a coalition 
of parents and organiza-
tions that campaigns for 
more public school funding.

But once he found out, Artaega had to tell as many people 
as possible what was happening—or, better yet, stop it from 
happening altogether. He founded Create Change with Art to 
do just that.

For Artaega, his acceptance to Columbia, and his ambition 
for the years ahead, now amounted to a debt he said he owed 
public schools’ arts faculty. “If you look at my history, it’s all 
the teachers who backed me up, who got me where I am today. 
They made me who I am,” he explained. Create Change with 
Art is the beginning of that repayment.

By promoting the value of art through social media and 
video documentary, Artaega’s campaign argues for the preser-
vation of arts engagement in public schools. Artaega also part-

More online
For more information, go to 
www.createchangewithart.com. 

Artist turned activist
A young ‘justice league’ fights for public arts education

Former Chicago Public Schools student Daniel Artaega defends the public arts programs that he says kept him out of gangs and inspired his career. 
Photo by Sophia Nahli Allison.



to create a buzz that will draw media attention. If you go to the 
protests or online and start hearing what people say about the 
government, it’s just noise—a bunch of trash talk that doesn’t 
help anyone.

At Create Change with Art, we don’t want to just trash talk. 
We are going to do something productive about the problems 
instead. ‘Speak softly and carry a big stick’—that’s what Presi-
dent [Theodore] Roosevelt said. It means we have to be careful 
how we talk but still be serious and ready for action.

What are some specific tactics Create Change with 
Art uses to raise awareness?

We document the issue using video recordings and upload 
it to websites like YouTube so the word gets out. We also inter-
view people affected by the budget cuts—teachers and parents 
mostly—so they can share their story.

The biggest protest we’ve been to happened in May at Daley 
Plaza right after they decided to close the schools. It was pretty 
sad to know this protest even had to happen. What’s worse is 
that, when the [Chicago] Blackhawks won the Stanley Cup, the 
whole of downtown was full of people. So, more people were 
aware of the Blackhawks winning the Stanley Cup than of teach-
ers being laid off. That means that it’s not really put out in the 
news like it should be, or that people just don’t care.

We’re also developing our online presence. I’m teaming up 
with developers to create a smartphone app. It will be like Yelp 
for youth organizations—it will find youth organizations that 
open doors for kids. It shows a map of Chicago; you put in your 
ZIP code, and it finds the ones in your area. Or you can do a 
keyword search for what you want to learn. For example, a list of 
where you can learn to play guitar. 

How effective has your campaign been so far?
When I first talked to students at Columbia about the issue, 

some of them had no idea it was going on. They were like, ‘Wait, 
how is this even legal?’ But now they’re involved—journalists, 
video people, graphic designers and others. As artists, we have 
to create awareness that this is happening. In history, every time 
a crisis hits, heroes appear, and right now justice isn’t being 
served for Chicago’s kids.

But there’s still a long way yet. We are trying to gather to-
gether all the groups that care about the issue, building up a 
‘justice league.’ I want to document the work of organizations 
like Raise Your Hand for Illinois Public Education and Common 
Sense: the Coalition for Fair Funding to show the good work that 
they do.

What are your ultimate goals for the Create Change 
with Art campaign?

To bring back arts opportunities for kids and to connect kids 
to the programs that are available outside of public school.

We need to gather these arts organizations together to make 
kids aware that there are still arts opportunities in the City of 
Chicago. We want to help the kids themselves to create change 
with art. We want to market all over the city that there [are] 
arts programs. If you go to Englewood or Back of the Yards, you 
wouldn’t really know that there are local arts opportunities, and 
they’re also where there’s a lot of bad violence. We need to mar-
ket to them that there is other stuff going on in their neighbor-
hood, and keep them off the streets.

It would be awesome to reopen the public school programs, 
but I don’t think that would ever happen. People really tried to 
make the mayor, or Chicago Public Schools, listen. But if they’re 
not going to listen, it’s time we do something for ourselves and 
help each other make the best of an unfair situation.
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ners with local nonprofits and private organizations that offer 
alternative arts resources for young people.

Create Change with Art has brought Artaega into one of the 
most controversial public school policies in Chicago’s history. 
Yet Artaega is somewhat of a reluctant figurehead. “The thing 
is, I’m not a leader,” he said. “I’m not a good speaker or that 
confident. I am just trying to find the leaders who can help me 
do this. But so far, they haven’t shown up.”

The Chicago Reporter sat down with Artaega to discuss the 
importance of public arts education.

How was your personal background a motivation for 
your campaign?

I knew I loved sound engineering since I was a little kid play-
ing with toys. But I’m from Gage Park—it’s a low-income area. 
I didn’t have [access to] any music programs, so I would make 
up my own ‘music program.’ Back then, we had music tapes, so 
I would take my brother’s tapes and play them with headphones 
and sing along to the words.

Then when I went to high school, there was a music program, 
so I got more into music and arts. I started making myself busy. 
I took a broadcasting class where they gave me the sound en-
gineer position. I learned a lot about audio and did the sound 
for all our high school events. Later, the teacher who taught the 
class wrote the letter of recommendation that would get me into 
Columbia College.

Music saved my life because, if I never knew it in grade 
school, I would probably have gone into a gang. I knew a bunch 
of kids growing up who got into gangs because we had no music 
programs, and that’s all that was available.

Why is closing public school arts programs a problem?
The arts are very important, especially here in Chicago. Chi-

cago is known for the famous musicians and dancers and actors 
who come from here. Art is used in our everyday life; it’s always 
there. It inspires people and keeps them motivated. And kids 
love art. I know I loved it in grade school and high school—but 
they’ve had the opportunities taken away from them. It should 
always be a public responsibility to provide those opportunities.

Also, kids need to keep themselves occupied [with] some-
thing that they like, and that’s going to help them in the future. If 
all you teach them is math, reading and writing, it’s not fun. You 
need them, but it’s not as fun as making music, dancing, film or 
acting. It’s important to have all those as well.

If you take away the programs that kids like, they are going to 
find other things to do, or they will just be on the streets. When 
you are a kid you look for things to do, and art is something kids 
really like.

Chicago is an arts city—not just plain art, but music, dance, 
drama. That stuff is fun. Kids who don’t join sports teams join 
arts clubs or they do art on their own. Art is exciting, and even 
more, it boosts creativity. Knowing that you have a goal, and 
learning how to create and finish projects boosts confidence in 
yourself and your capabilities. I have never found concentration 
so easy as when I am working on my projects, and I know that’s 
how most young artists feel.

What is unique about using art to raise awareness?
If art can inspire kids enough to keep out of gangs, it can 

inspire adults to make the right decisions, too. When I studied 
modern art, I learned that it is possible to create awareness 
through art, and that people have been doing it for years.

What the teachers are doing right now clearly isn’t working. 
Instead of having a protest and strikes of just 200 angry people, 
imagine marches of people playing music and dancing. We need n
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Courtroom sketch 
by Thomas Gianni
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It’s just after 9:30 on a recent Tuesday morning. Cook County 
Circuit Court Associate Judge Clarence Burch takes off his wire-
rimmed glasses, rubs his eyes with the palms of his hands and 
slides them back up the bridge of his nose. He looks exhausted, 
though court has only been in session for less than half an hour. 

Burch is speeding through defendants’ names and charges at the pace of 
an auctioneer. His pen races as he tries to keep score of the cases.

“You’re free to go. The charges have been dismissed,” Burch says to 
defendant after defendant, sometimes repeating these parting words: 
“Good luck to you. Stay out of trouble.”

Thousands of defendants spend days, weeks and 
even months in Cook County’s criminal courts 
each year on low-level charges. Odds are that 
their cases will be dismissed. By Angela Caputo

Charges    
dismissed
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Burch oversees a misdemeanor courtroom on Chicago’s 
West Side where, each day, a steady stream of mostly 
African-American defendants approaches Burch’s 

bench accused of crimes like drug possession, trespassing, 
battery and other low-level offenses.

Critics say the parade of defendants in Burch’s courtroom 
is a result of a wink-and-nod agreement between police and 
prosecutors that goes like this: Police make petty arrests to 
get people off the streets in an attempt to deter more violent 
crimes, and prosecutors or city attorneys run with the charges 
with few questions asked. It’s an exercise of justice that’s more 
show than substance: Defendants spend days, weeks or even 
months in the system where odds are their cases will ultimate-
ly be dismissed.

Eight out of 10 misdemeanor cases have been dismissed 
between 2006 and 2012, shows a Chicago Reporter analysis of 
records for 1.4 million cases maintained by the Clerk of the 
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Open and shut
For every 10 cases opened in Cook County’s misdemeanor 
courts since 2006, eight were thrown out. Cook County’s 
dismissal rate is among the highest in the nation. 

Tossed out
Between 2006 and 2011, crimes that were most frequently 
dismissed far outstripped convictions for those same crimes. 

Sources: Clerk of the Circuit Court of Cook County, Administrative  Office of the Illinois Courts; 
analyzed by The Chicago Reporter.
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were dismissed.
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Circuit Court of Cook County and the Administrative Office 
of the Illinois Courts.

Cook County’s dismissal rate is among the highest in the 
nation, according to the U.S. Bureau of Justice Statistics. Can-
dace McCoy, a professor at the John Jay College of Criminal 
Justice at The City University of New York, said that’s likely 
the result of a policing strategy she describes as “rounding up 
of the usual suspects.”

“Police can round people up that they see as disorderly,” 
said McCoy, an expert on pretrial processes. “Are these people 
guilty of anything? We don’t know, do we?”

Michael Morrissey, a veteran Cook County public defender, 
said what’s far more telling than any statistic is a visit to the 
pre-bond court holding cell at the Cook County Jail. “Some 
300 people are arrested and in the bullpen each morning on 
the weekends,” he said. It’s the backend of what he calls “sweep 
the streets” policing.

That has come at an enormous cost. During the past seven 
years, taxpayers have spent an estimated $796 million on ar-
rests, prosecutions and detentions in these dead-end cases, 
the Reporter analysis shows.

The practice has drained resources from Cook County’s 
clogged criminal courts where it’s taking longer to dispose 
of cases, and forced defendants to languish in increasingly 
crowded jail cells awaiting trial.

“Are we using our resources effectively?” said David Olson, 
a professor of criminal justice and criminology at Loyola Uni-
versity Chicago. “If a lot of cases are dropped, that suggests that 
many of those cases shouldn’t have been filed in the first place.”

During an afternoon break in his chambers, Burch said that 
the cases that come across his desk may be small but they can’t 
be ignored. “It’s better to err on the side of caution,” he said.

“Now, more people are going to funerals on Saturday than 
church on Sunday,” Burch added. “You’ve got to do everything 
you can to stop it.”

Roughly half of the 1.2 million misdemeanor cases dis-
missed in Cook County’s criminal courts between 2006 
and 2012 boiled down to 10 crimes, with assault, battery, 

drug possession, theft and trespassing leading the list.
Renault Harvey, a 34-year-old from West Englewood, has 

been charged with half of those offenses since coming of age. 
Harvey, who wears his long dreadlocks tied in a knot at the top 
of his head, has a rap sheet that includes seven misdemean-
ors and one felony. At 19, he was charged with his first of-
fense—disorderly conduct. In his 20s, he was picked up twice 
for drinking in public and then with disorderly conduct, mob 
action, drug dealing, gun possession and property damage.

His most recent brush with the law happened late last year 
when he was charged with assault and property damage after 
a car window was busted during a fight he had with a friend. 
He spent less than a day in jail and went back there one recent 
afternoon to collect his belongings.

As Harvey sees it, if you’re a young man growing up in En-
glewood, police stops and searches are just part of life. “It’s like 
everybody is a suspect,” he says.

There’s little wonder why policing is so aggressive in the 7th 
Police District, which is similar to neighborhoods where police 
make the most arrests. The district, which includes Englewood 
and other predominantly black neighborhoods, is one of the 
city’s highest crime areas. In 2011, it had the highest number of 
homicides. Police Superintendent Garry McCarthy responded 
by assigning more officers to the district’s hot spots.

Arrests in Chicago have steadily decreased during each of 
the past seven years, but police haven’t backed off from their 
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tough-on-crime approach. Police have set a standard: If they 
have “reasonable suspicion” that a crime has occurred, is un-
derway or is about to happen, they have the right to stop and 
question people. Civil rights advocates call this Chicago’s ver-
sion of New York City’s “stop and frisk,” a controversial prac-
tice that a U.S. District Court judge ruled amounted to racial 
profiling.

Last year, police logged roughly 6,300 arrests in the 7th 
District.

McCarthy has been unapologetic about the high volume of 
stops in high-crime areas. “We have to stop people when we’re 
going to arrest them,” McCarthy told reporters at a news con-
ference in August. “We have to frisk them if we’re in fear of a 
weapon being present—which endangers our safety.”

In this corner of the city, police say that the strategy is yield-
ing results. In 2012, homicides fell in Englewood by one-third, 
from 60 to 40, while citywide homicide numbers went up.

But a lot of the arrests didn’t stick. In 2012, more than 
3,600 defendants living in Harvey’s ZIP code alone saw their 
misdemeanor cases dismissed, the Reporter analysis shows. 
Among the charges dropped most were drug possession, gam-
bling and trespassing.

“This is just like 25 years ago,” said Harvey Grossman, le-
gal director of the American Civil Liberties Union of Illinois. 
Since the mid-1980s, Grossman has filed a series of legal chal-
lenges against the Chicago Police Department’s use of sweep 
arrests as a crime-prevention strategy—particularly among 
young black and Latino men.

“It’s a system that permits officers to have a high level of ar-
rest activity without a check on their behavior,” Grossman said.

Robert Lombardo, a retired Chicago police officer turned as-
sociate professor of criminal justice and criminology at Loyola 
University Chicago, said that police officers don’t write the 
laws but they are under enormous pressure to enforce them.

“No police officer is going to risk criticism, or his job, by 
letting someone go as long as there’s probable cause,” Lom-
bardo said.

Often times, he added, “they make arrests knowing full-
well that a judge is probably going to let him go because the 
criminal justice system is so overcrowded.”

Harvey’s case was dismissed this summer, bringing his re-
cord to seven dismissals and three convictions.

“These are petty cases,” and they usually don’t warrant jail 
time, he said pointing to the Cook County Department of Cor-

Methodology
Using a database obtained from the Clerk of Circuit Court of 
Cook County, The Chicago Reporter analyzed all misdemeanor 
cases that were dismissed between 2006 and 2012. The 
data included defendants’ race, ZIP code, the charges filed 
against them, and the dates cases were opened and closed. 
The dismissal rate was based on the number of all misde-
meanor cases opened between 2006 and 2012, according 
to the Administrative Office of the Illinois Courts. A second 
database from the clerk’s office was used to figure out the 
number of cases, for each crime category, that resulted in 
convictions between 2006 and 2011. To determine whether 
a police officer was the most likely witness in any given 
dismissed cases, the Reporter analyzed the type of crime. 
Charges involving drugs, prostitution and disorderly con-
duct, for example, were among those categorized as having 
police as a likely witness. Assault, theft and property damage 
were among the charges categorized as having a victim as 
witness. The Reporter categorized charges like trespass and 
fraud as a “toss-up.” The estimated cost of dismissed cases 
was calculated by tallying the expenses for arrest, booking, 
pre-trial assessment and, in some cases, detention associat-
ed with opening a misdemeanor case. According to the Ap-
pleseed Fund for Justice and the Chicago Council of Lawyers, 
the costs are $202.96, $299.15 and $29.04, respectively. A 
stay at the Cook County Jail costs $143 each day.

Police contact reigns
Of nearly 1 million dismissed cases, more 
than half involved charges for which 
police would be likely witnesses.

Case closed
Half of dismissals were classified as “stricken off with leave to 
reinstate”—typically because of a missing key witness. Pros-
ecutors can reinstate them if the witness decides to testify.

No shows
These are the top five charges typically dismissed because a 
key witness—usually a police officer—is a no show. 

Source: Clerk of the Circuit Court of Cook County; analyzed by The Chicago Reporter.
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Renault Harvey, 34, of West Englewood has been in and out of the 
criminal court system since he was 19. He says that for young men in his 
neighborhood, police stops and searches are just a part of life. “It’s like 
everybody is a suspect,” he says. Photo by Sophia Nahli Allison.
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rections compound that stretches along four neighborhood 
blocks. Sometimes the arrest itself is the punishment, he adds.

If police “are going to B.S. with you, then they could write it 
up [so that] you can come spend a couple days up here,” point-
ing behind him.

According to the U.S. Bureau of Justice Statistics’ 2010 
report, which was based on a one-month survey of the 
nation’s 39 largest local circuit courts, Cook County 

had the fourth highest dismissal rate—42 percent. Courts in 
Kings County, N.Y., which includes the borough of Brooklyn, 
took first—with the rate of 53 percent.

Cook County Board President Toni Preckwinkle chalked up 
the sheer volume of dismissed cases to the prosecutors’ “cal-

culations” about what they have to do to have “good relation-
ships” with the police.

Preckwinkle added that the issue is particularly acute with 
the Chicago Police Department, which arrests a majority of the 
people facing criminal charges.

But Adam Collins, the department’s director of news af-
fairs, said his agency has little to do with dismissal rates. 
“Tracking the reasons cases are dismissed would be a question 
for the State’s Attorney’s Office or perhaps the courts,” he said.

For his part, Fabio Valentini, the chief of the Cook County 
State’s Attorney’s Office’s Criminal Prosecutions Bureau, said 
his office puts felony cases—except for drug-related ones—
through a formal review process to filter out weak cases. But it 
doesn’t have the staff “to qualify the strength” of each misde-

Last year, 77,000 people were booked in the Cook County Jail, mostly on nonviolent crimes. 
People unable to post bond languish behind bars awaiting trial. Many of the lowest-level crimes 
are likely to end up dismissed. Photos by Sophia Nahli Allison.
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meanor charge when it enters the system, he said.
Last year, 165,000 misdemeanor cases—which involve a 

mix of state law and city ordinance violations—were opened.
“It would be safe to assume that, if we could apply the same 

[felony-style] review, we would have fewer cases,” he said.
Eighty percent of misdemeanor cases that have been dis-

missed since 2006 were thrown out by the Cook County 
State’s Attorney’s Office or city attorneys—not by a trial or 
a judge. Roughly half were dismissed without a stated reason. 
Most of the remainder were classified as “stricken with leave to 
reinstate”—typically because of a missing key witness. Pros-
ecutors threw out these cases with the caveat that they could 
be reinstated if a witness decides to testify. Collins pointed 
out that cases can also be stricken off with leave to reinstate 

as part of a “brokered agreement with prosecutors or a judge.”
Nearly four out of 10 missing-witness cases involved types 

of crimes—such as drug possession—in which police officers 
would most likely become the complaining witness, the Re-
porter analysis shows.

When witnesses don’t show, Grossman said, that’s when 
cases start to unravel.

Police, prosecutors and the police union disagree over why 
or whether officers aren’t testifying. Valentini said it’s up to 
officers to show up on their assigned court dates. Under Chi-
cago police regulations, officers are required to show up to 
court during the weekdays. Collins maintained that the offi-
cers do show up. “There are ramifications if an officer doesn’t 
show up to court,” he said.



COVER STORY  Dismissed Cases

12   THE cHIcAGO REPORTER   |   November/December 2013

Pat Camden, a spokesman for the Fraternal Order of Po-
lice, said the most likely reason officers aren’t going to court 
is because they’re not getting paid. “Police officers are public 
servants,” Camden said, “not indentured servants.”

When officers don’t show, Grossman said, it undermines 
the whole arrest. “That breeds disrespect” for the courts.

Through Cook County’s central bond courtroom, past a 
set of steel doors and jail guards, the concrete hallway 
leading to the inmate holding cells gets grimier every 

10 yards.
Men in brown jumpsuits sit quietly in cells to the left. 

Among them are two elderly men, one whose legs have been 

amputated and the other who is so weak he hangs onto the 
wall for support. A guard leads a disheveled woman in shackles 
past them, along a yellow stripe that’s painted down the center 
of the floor—a guide of sorts between courtrooms and Cook 
County’s largest holding cell.

It’s just past 10 a.m. on Friday, and there’s not a single seat 
left on the steel benches that wrap around dank cages in the 
basement of the Cook County Jail.

“It’s like the field of dreams,” John Manos, a 24-year correc-
tions department veteran, quips during a tour of the jail com-
pound. “If we build it, they’ll fill it.”

Roughly 100 men wait in a series of holding cells. Some 
are sprawled across the concrete floor with their heads tucked 

Cook County Sheriff Tom Dart says that too many pretrial, nonviolent offenders are clogging the jail. Photo by Sophia Nahli Allison.
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inside their T-shirts in a futile attempt to block out the noise 
and the smell of urinals. They spent the night before at a po-
lice lock up, and their torn shirts, filthy clothes and bloodshot 
eyes hint at the trouble that landed them here in the first place.

“There’s that whole broken-windows theory,” said Cook 
County Sheriff Tom Dart, a former prosecutor who runs the 
jail. “You have to ask, ‘To what end?’ ”

In September alone, 2,050 defendants sat in the jail on 
misdemeanor charges, according to Dart’s office. Most didn’t 
have the money to post bond and remained locked up either 
until their charges were dropped or until they stayed for a pe-
riod that’s equivalent to a maximum sentence they could have 
received.

“These are the guys who stay [in the jail] for five days, 20 

days,” Dart said. “They’re gumming up the system.”
The most frustrating thing, Dart said, is how little he has 

to show for it all.
“I spend so much manpower on moving 1,400 [people] 

between court appointments and doctor’s appointment each 
day. There’s not much left for substance-abuse or job-training 
programs,” he said. “We’ve got to give these guys something so 
when they get out, they don’t come right back.”

Timothy Evans, chief judge of the Circuit Court of Cook 
County, said he has little control over the volume of 
dismissed cases, even if they are putting a strain on the 

system he oversees.
“Members of the judiciary have nothing to do with the cir-

cumstances in the way a person is charged,” Evans said. “Pros-
ecutorial decisions are solely in the hands of the state’s at-
torney’s office.”

Preckwinkle argued that the prosecutors should be using 
more of that discretion and move to close cases sooner. Be-
tween 2006 and 2012, it took an average of 57 days for a case 
to be dismissed, the Reporter analysis shows. “The state’s at-
torney’s office has the responsibility for presenting the state’s 
case, and if it’s a weak case that they are going to dismiss out 
… why don’t they decide” that sooner?

Otherwise, Preckwinkle said, “We’re clogging up our courts 
with cases that are not substantial, sufficient enough to be 
pursued.”

The bottom line, Dart agreed, is this: “Those cases need to 
be fast-tracked.”

Valentini said that would require more manpower in the 
state’s attorney’s office.

For prosecutors, dismissing cases sooner is also a gamble, 
said Purav Bhatt, a former Cook County assistant state’s at-
torney who stepped down in 2010 to open a private practice. 
“Maybe they could have a weak case, but, if [prosecutors] are 
wrong about their discretion, they leave themselves open to 
appearing soft on crime.”

Nearly four hours after court was called into session, Burch 
waives the final defendant to the bench.

A petite woman who looks like a high school student walks 
past rows of wooden benches once packed with defendants. 
The seats are empty now. So are the three rows at the front of 
the room that are reserved for police officers.

The woman, who is 18 and facing a prostitution charge, has 
been sitting in the back of the courtroom for hours with a 
man who looks twice her age, has bloodshot eyes and smells 
of liquor. He has hugged her tightly since they arrived late for 
court.

Burch leans forward in his black leather armchair, smiles 
wide and asks the woman why she missed the 9 a.m. call.

Her babysitter fell through, she explains shyly.
Burch sets the next court date.
He leaves her with these parting words: “Slow down.”
The court is adjourned, and Burch heads to his chambers 

before court resumes again later in the day. The cases will like-
ly be similar to those he heard in the morning. Odds are most 
will end up dismissed.

“Because a case is dismissed doesn’t mean that a person is 
not guilty,” Burch says.

“A person who is a complaining witness—[if] he has a le-
gitimate complaint, he has to be heard,” Burch says. “Everyone 
has their right to a day in court.”

Contributing: Matthew Kovac, Latricia Polk and Evan Moore.  

acaputo@chicagoreporter.com
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By Yana Kunichoff

What’s happening at the Rose-
moor Hotel follows a familiar 
script in Chicago in recent 

years. Like the Chateau Hotel, the New 
Jackson Hotel and many other single-
room-occupancy hotels, or SROs, the 
Rosemoor has been bought by a devel-
oper who has grander plans than provid-
ing low-income housing.

SRO tenants have protested, marched 
and held vigils in an attempt to persuade 
the new owners to maintain and offer 
more affordable housing, give them more 
time to move out or offer them financial 
assistance to relocate. But few tenants 
have been successful in these efforts. 

So the residents of the Rosemoor Ho-

tel are trying a differ-
ent approach: They’ve 
organized a tenants as-
sociation. 

In January, Joe Peril-
lo, the owner of Perillo 
Automotive Group, 
which runs several 
luxury car dealerships 
in Chicago and Down-
ers Grove, purchased the Rosemoor 
Hotel, located near the University Vil-
lage neighborhood. Four months later, a 
group of Rosemoor residents formed the 
Rosemoor Tenants Union.

Between rent increases and 30-day 
notices to vacate the property, some 
residents were concerned that Perillo 
was trying to push them out. Many resi-
dents have lived at the Rosemoor for up 

to two years, and few could find a new 
place to live in only a matter of weeks. 
The tenants association also sought to 
stop what it saw as retaliation by man-
agement and demand repairs to the ag-
ing and deteriorating building. It also 
wanted to persuade new management 
to meet with the tenants and consider 
keeping some units affordable.

Historically, tenants associations 
have been credited with the establish-
ment of rent control in notoriously 
overpriced New York City. In Chicago, 
tenants in foreclosed buildings or Chi-
cago Housing Authority’s subsidized 
housing programs have also created ten-
ants associations to fight on their behalf.

An association provides legal pro-
tection for tenants to organize because 
retaliation against a member of a ten-

Tenants united
SRO residents see unionizing as last chance to fight developer

This was 
published 
online on 
Oct. 2. 
Visit bit.ly/ 
72tcr14 to 
comment. 

#MUCKRAKERS  Tenants Union

Tenants at the Rosemoor Hotel, a single-room-occupancy hotel located near the University Village neighborhood, have faced a steep rent increase 
since it was sold to a new owner in January. Photo by Michelle Kanaar.
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ants organization is illegal, said Susan 
Ritacca and Victoria Ogunsanya, who 
represent the Rosemoor Tenants Union. 
They work for the Lawyers Commit-
tee on Better Housing, a local housing 
rights group. 

By calling themselves a tenants as-
sociation, the Rosemoor residents se-
cured a “legal standing,” allowing them 
to bring the building’s new owner into 
court, Ritacca and Ogunsanya said. The 
Lawyers Committee for Better Housing 
is considering legal action on the asso-
ciation’s behalf to buy time to keep ten-
ants in their homes.

Elce Redmond, a South Austin Co-
alition Community Council organizer 
who helped create the tenants associa-
tion, said management had retaliated 
against tenants by raising the rent after 
they complained about illegal construc-
tion. The rehab on some units was be-
ing done without a city permit. At that 
point, Redmond said, he knew the ten-
ants needed some protection.

“A lot of the folks [who] live at the 
Rosemoor—they live on the edge,” he 

said. “And people don’t know what their 
rights are. The only way we are going 
to have a voice is people have to come 
together.”

Perillo denied that he was retaliating 
against any of the tenants, or that his ac-
tions had anything to do with their deci-
sion to form an association. For tenants 
to stay in the building, “all they have to 
do is pay the current rent and not do 
anything illegal or immoral,” he said.

Longtime residents paid $550 a 
month for a studio apartment holding 
little more than a bed and bathroom. The 
new rent is $850 a month. 

Perillo said it wasn’t possible to con-
tinue running a business on the low 
rates paid by the hotel’s original tenants. 
“I am not running a nonprofit,” he said. 
“It’s just a matter of economics.”

In October, a Cook County judge 
found that the building’s management 
had retaliated against the tenants asso-
ciation and granted tenants a temporary 
reprieve from evictions and rent hikes. 
The management company unsuccess-
fully appealed the decision.  

A key part of the court’s findings in 
the case centered on the vulnerability of 
Rosemoor’s population. Most are low-
income, some are elderly and others are 
disabled. The union’s win not only helps 
the residents, it also sets a precedent. 
The case marks the first time that the 
Lawyers Committee for Better Housing 
had tried to create an SRO tenants asso-
ciation before taking on developers.

Kerry Carter, a steward of the asso-
ciation and three-year resident of the 
Rosemoor, thinks it’s worth staying and 
fighting until the end.

Carter, a technician at the nearby 
University of Illinois at Chicago hospi-
tal, has the means to move to another 
place. But he knows that many of his 
neighbors don’t.

“I really do feel for [tenants]. It’s not 
right, I feel, what [the management is] 
doing,” he said. “The fight is real, and 
I believe in it. If it comes to the court 
challenge as far as we have to move, I will 
do it. But I will fight to the end.”

ykunichoff@chicagoreporter.com

In April, tenants at the Rosemoor Hotel formed a tenants association and brought the owner into court. A judge sided with the tenants in October, 
granting them a temporary reprieve from evictions and rent hikes. Clockwise from top left: Kerry Carter, Barbara Warmack, Gaylon Cribbs and Cecil 
Stovall. Photos by Michelle Kanaar.
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By Angela Caputo  
and Natalie Moore

When Johneece Cobb signed the 
lease on a two-story home 
two years ago, she had no idea 

that her landlord was keeping a secret.
It didn’t take long for her to suspect 

that something was wrong. The clues 
were subtle. Her landlord started ignor-
ing her calls. And a strange guy showed 
up a couple of times to take pictures of 

the property.
Then, a manila en-

velope from Citibank 
arrived in the mail. 
It was addressed to 
Cobb’s landlord so, ini-
tially, she dropped it in 
his mail pile.

There was some-
thing about the letter 

that kept nagging at the 45-year-old 
community college student. One night, 
she tossed and turned, unable to sleep.

“Something just kept telling me, 
‘Look at that envelope. Look at that en-
velope,’” Cobb said. “I got up at 3 o’clock 
in the morning, walked downstairs, got 
that envelope and I opened it.”

She found a stack of court documents. 
It turned out the property had gone into 
foreclosure—even before Cobb signed 
the lease. “I had no idea,” she said.

This was the second time in less than 
a decade that Cobb had been caught in 
the middle of a foreclosure. And it’s hap-
pened to thousands more unsuspecting 
Chicago renters since the housing mar-
ket melted down in 2008. Most of their 
landlords, however, weren’t collecting 
federal rent subsidies, while falling short 
on their mortgages, as Cobbs’ was.

A joint investigation by The Chicago 
Reporter and WBEZ found that, since the 
beginning of 2012, landlords have cashed 
in on taxpayer-funded Housing Choice 
Vouchers, commonly known as Sec-
tion 8, for renting nearly 1,550 proper-
ties that have been named in foreclosure 
filings. Those are just the newest cases. 
Since 2008, banks have taken over more 

than 2,400 properties that had been oc-
cupied by voucher holders before they 
were auctioned off in a foreclosure sale. 
All types of properties—from new con-
dos to multiunit apartments and single-
family homes—are involved. The bulk 
are on Chicago’s South and West sides.

The Chicago Housing Author-
ity, which cuts the rent checks, screens 
landlords upfront when they apply to 
participate in the program, said Ellen 
Sahli, the agency’s chief housing officer. 
Because the voucher program is “tenant-
based,” beyond that one-time screening, 
it’s up to renters, not the CHA, to figure 
out whether properties are in foreclo-
sure before they sign a lease, she added. 
If the properties are in foreclosure, it’s 
up to tenants to decide whether they’ll 
move in anyway or search for a different 
apartment.

The CHA isn’t notified when proper-
ties fall into foreclosure, something that 
Sahli said that agency officials are look-
ing at remedying. “I can’t at this time 
give a timeline on it,” she said. “I think 
these are all issues that are important to 
us, and we’re working hard to figure out 
what the right strategy is.”

Unless the unit fails to meet the 
CHA’s inspection standards, a landlord 
can continue to collect rent checks in-
definitely while a foreclosure case winds 
through the courts, with no additional 
scrutiny. So long as their properties 
meet inspection requirements, landlords 
in foreclosure can continue to collect 
federal rent subsidies.

Cobb, who suffers from lung disease, 
is tethered to an oxygen tank. She has 
paid the price in being forced to move. 
It would have saved her a lot of grief, she 
said, if she knew upfront that the house 
near 84th and Sangamon streets was 
already in foreclosure. Cobb, who lives 
alone, said that, though she could not 
afford to move again, she had no choice. 
As the foreclosure dragged on, the house 
fell further into disrepair.

An inspector sent out by the CHA 
failed the property twice last fall. Water 
had pooled in the basement, the smoke 
detector stopped working and a light 
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Rental nightmare
Thousands of Section 8 families ink leases on 
foreclosed properties

fixture on the front porch became an 
electrical hazard. The CHA issued her 
moving papers shortly afterward.

The Reporter found subsidized prop-
erties that are tied up in foreclosure 
often fail to meet the CHA’s health and 
safety requirements. Dating back to 
2008, nearly six of every 10 buildings 
failed at least half of their inspections 
within a year of being foreclosed upon 
by a bank, the Reporter’s analysis of 
CHA inspection data found.

At the least, the CHA should be do-
ing its homework on the landlords it 
contracts with before families are al-
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lowed to rent the subsidized units, said 
Tamiko Holt, the president of the Hous-
ing Choice Voucher Residents Advisory 
Council, a tenant-led group that repre-
sents CHA voucher holders.

“If they did that, then tenants 
wouldn’t [be] faced with, ‘Oh, I’ve only 
been here three or four months. Now 
I’ve got to go because this property was 
going into foreclosure,’” Holt said.

It’s been eight months since Cobb 
was forced to move. She’s still trying to 

get her security deposit back from her 
former landlord. The landlord could not 
be reached for comment.

She has since moved to another sub-
sidized unit in West Pullman and re-
cently discovered that her new landlord 
is behind on his mortgage payments as 
well, she said. But her most immedi-
ate concern is the mold growing in the 
apartment—which she says has made 
breathing even more difficult.

Despite the upheaval, Cobb says she’s 

grateful for the housing voucher. “I can’t 
afford to live if it weren’t for Section 8,” 
she said.

“But the way the program’s being run,” 
she added, “Sometimes, it feels like it’s 
hurting me as much as it’s helping me.”

This story is a collaborative investigation 
between The Chicago Reporter and WBEZ. 
The radio edition can be found at bit.ly/
tcrvoucher.

acaputo@chicagoreporter.com

The landlord of the building at 4729 S. Langley Ave. collected federal rent subsidies on this property, which ended up mired in foreclosure while 
chronically failing inspections. Photo by Jonathan Gibby.
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Down North Hudson Avenue on Chicago’s Near North 
Side, the remaining Frances Cabrini Rowhouses 
invoke a haunting memory of the community that 

once existed in the area. When the last Cabrini-Green high-
rise was demolished in 2011, all that remained of the vast 
public housing complex were the rowhouses. The Chicago 
Housing Authority had plans to renovate the units for 
displaced residents, but most of the rowhouses are still 
boarded up and caged behind tall chain-link fences. Walking 
through the rowhouses, it is hard not to wonder about the 
lives and stories that make up Cabrini-Green’s history.  
Photos by Sophia Nahli Allison.

Forgotten voices

1. The Trump International Hotel and Tower rises behind a boarded-up Frances Cabrini rowhouse.

2. Vincent Davis (left) and James Fitch are best friends who grew up in Cabrini-Green. Fitch comes back 
often to visit his mother, who still lives in one of the rowhouses. Fitch says that for him, the bad memories 
outweigh the good ones.  He had several siblings who were killed in Cabrini-Green. His sister, Barbara, was 
murdered in the early 1990s, and her body was discovered three months later in a sewer. 

3. Former Cabrini-Green residents, who go by the nicknames, “Reese D,” “Lil One” and “Bos,” come back 
to the rowhouses every day. “It ain’t easy going elsewhere,” Bos explains. “Don’t know nobody. Ain’t noth-
ing wrong with change, but it can be difficult in Chicago with everything that’s going on. So you want to 
be somewhere where you feel safe.”

4. Lawrence Malone, a former resident of Cabrini-Green.

5. Senque Selvy lived at the building on 1159 N. Larrabee Ave. He is now a cement contractor and worked 
on the new Target that recently opened in the community. He is also working on the construction of the 
Jesse White Community Center at 412 W. Chicago Ave., the former site of a Cabrini-Green mid-rise. “It’s 
terrible seeing where you came up from demolished,” Selvy says. “Your community did a whole 360.”

6. With the exception of the renovated units on North Cambridge Avenue, most of the Frances Cabrini 
Rowhouses are boarded up behind fences. While looking into the desolate area, former resident James 
Fitch reminisces, “If you could look back there and hear the voices, it’s sad.”
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