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Part one 

By GreTCHeN raCHeL HaMMOND

President Barack Obama announced an executive action Nov. 20 designed to take a step 
toward fixing the U.S. immigration system. It was a partial overhaul to what a majority of 
Americans and even party leaders on both sides of the aisle believe is a crippled policy. Yet 
reform has remained stagnant in an increasingly divided Congress. 

The executive action potentially affects 5 million immigrants (including 4 million who 
are undocumented) via enhancements to the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) 
program, as well as increased options and protections for parents of children who are U.S. 
citizens, and working professionals. 

However, national immigrant-advocacy groups have stated Obama’s action affords little 
or no protections for LGBT immigrants. “We are deeply concerned for the millions left out, 
especially the vast majority of LGBT immigrants who remain at risk of deportation to fun-
damentally unsafe places,” stated the New York based non-profit Immigration Equality in 
a press release. “The president’s choice to require formal familial ties to qualifying citizens 
and lawful permanent residents appears to exclude LGBT immigrants from accessing legal 
protections.”

“Many LGBTQ undocumented immigrants, especially transgender immigrants, will prob-
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ably not qualify,” echoed the Chicago-based 
Association of Latinos/as Motivating Action 
(ALMA). “That’s because only a small percent-
age of all LGBTQ undocumented immigrants are 
parents.”

Meanwhile, Republicans in Congress have 
vowed to demolish the President’s action using 
any means necessary. 

Land of promise
According to the National Archives, on July 

25, 1785—from his Mount Vernon, Virginia, 
estate—George Washington penned a letter to 
his friend and aide-de-camp David Humphries. 
“Rather than quarrel [about] territory,” Wash-
ington wrote, “let the poor, the needy and op-
pressed of the Earth; and those who want land 
resort to the fertile plains of our Western coun-
try, to the second land of promise, and there 
dwell in peace, fulfilling the first and greatest 
Commandment.” 

In 2013, a woman—who asked only to be 
identified as “America” during a telephone in-
terview with Windy City Times— was startled 
awake at 6:30 a.m. in the morning by a thun-
derous hammering on her front door. She had 
come to the U.S. from Mexico years earlier and 
started her own shipping business that operat-
ed from the second floor of her Chicago home, 
where she lived with her son.

Within seconds of her answering the door, 
America stated that 15 to 20 U.S. Immigra-
tion and Customs Enforcement (ICE) agents 
showed up and barged into her home. After go-
ing through all her tax information, business 
paperwork and her computer, they arrested 
America as an undocumented immigrant. 

America said that she spent the next 10 
months in an ICE temporary housing facility 
located at the Rock Island County Jail, com-
pletely cut off from her family and friends. 
With no access to any legal help, she received 
little information about her case or, ultimately, 
what her fate was going to be. All she could 
do was wait and endure each of the 7,300-plus 
hours with only the mental image and memo-
ries of her son as solace. Meanwhile, America 
said that she was subjected to physical abuse 
from fellow inmates while the guards at the 
jail looked the other way. She had come to the 
U.S. to dwell in peace. The turmoil that instead 
engulfed America broke her both physically and 
mentally. 

As of 2010, the American Census Bureau 
(ACS) tallied the numbers of naturalized citi-
zens, lawful permanent residents, foreign stu-
dents, refugees and undocumented migrants 
living in the U.S. at 40 million (13% of the 
population). A Pew Research project authored 
by Jeffrey S. Passell and D’Vera Cohn stated 
that, as of March 2011, the total numbers of 
unauthorized immigrants stood at 11.1 million. 

In March 2013, the Center for American Prog-
ress published a report entitled “Living in Dual 
Shadows.” Citing estimates from the Williams 
Institute at UCLA, the report noted that—of 
the 904,000 total LGBT adult immigrants in the 
United States—30 percent of them are undocu-
mented. However, authors Crosby Burns, Ann 
Garcia and Phillip E. Wolgin urged a sense of 
caution when reviewing the data. 

“These calculations are inherently conserva-
tive and take into account under-reporting by 
self-identified LGBT undocumented individuals 
particularly among people who are reluctant to 
identify as such,” they wrote. “Thus, these to-
tal figures represent the lower-bound estimates 
of the true LGBT undocumented population of 
this country. Furthermore, it does not account 
for the undocumented immigrants under the 
age of 18 who identify as LGBT.”

Michael Jarecki is principal of the Chicago-
based Law Office of Michael R. Jarecki which, 
according to his website, offers “comprehen-
sive legal representation throughout the coun-
try in the areas of United States Immigration 
and Nationality Law.” 

“The number one thing that strikes me about 
LGBT immigrants is the fact that they’ve always 
faced some sort of discrimination,” Jarecki told 

Windy City Times. “Throughout the history of 
immigration, until the 1990’s, homosexuals—
as different laws called the LGBTQ commu-
nity—were excluded from immigrating to the 
United States.” 

Those laws date back to the 1875 Page Act. 
Focusing on Chinese immigrants, it formed the 
basis of federal government control of immi-
gration policy and planted the seeds of sexual 
monitoring of potential immigrants. The Im-
migration Act passed in 1917 grouped homo-
sexuals with a long list of “undesirables” from 
“idiots” to “any person suffering attacks of 
insanity” and barred them from entering the 
United States. 1965 legislation used the term 
“sexual deviants” as a basis for denial. In 1980, 
the Immigration and Naturalization Service 
(INS) sought to bar a British tourist named Carl 
Hill. He had told an immigration officer that 
he was a homosexual, doing so—according to 
court documents—“as a matter of principal.” 
Seven years later, the Helms Amendment ex-
cluded entry to people infected with HIV/AIDS.

In 1990, Congress repealed exclusions for 
gay and lesbian immigrants. Two decades later, 
the ban on those with HIV/AIDS was revoked. 
But the problems for LGBTQ immigrants are far 
from over, even with the 2013 repeal of section 
three of the Defense of Marriage Act (DOMA). 
As a result of that Supreme Court ruling, the 
federal government said it would recognize 
marriages in states where it was legal for peo-
ple of the same sex to marry. This allowed bina-
tional same-sex couples to receive immigration 
benefits. 

“The opening up of federal laws for same-
sex couples in the immigration context is not 
a silver bullet for all foreign nationals who are 
LGBT,” Jarecki explained. “Anyone who entered 
the United States without a visa can get mar-
ried to their same-sex partner but they cannot 
get their green card from within the United 
States because they have to get a different 
waiver, leave the country and then come back.”

The waiver relates to a 10-year bar from re-
entry for someone who has been undocument-
ed in the U.S. for more than one year. 

“Some families can apply for that waiver 
from within the United States so it’s less scary 
when the foreign national leaves,” Jarecki 
added. “But it’s only available to people who 
have ‘clean cases’ and people who are married 
to U.S. citizens. If they are married to a law-
ful permanent resident, they’re not qualified for 
that or if there is any reason to believe [on the 
part of adjudicating immigration officers] that 
they will be inadmissible, they have to leave 
and then apply for the waiver abroad which 

assures family separation and creates a lot of 
anxiety and uncertainty because a person can 
be denied a waiver.”

During any marriage-based application for 
permanent residency, each couple must appear 
before an immigration officer with the United 
States Citizenship and Immigration Services 
(USCIS) division of the Department of Home-
land Security (DHS) and present evidence of 
their lives together and commitment to each 
other. 

“Some of the things that LGBT people do to 
survive and maintain their privacy are contrary 
to what immigration requires for individuals to 
prove the good faith nature of their relation-
ships,” Jarecki said. “I have clients who are 
fearful of letting their friends or family mem-
bers know that they are gay [such as] those 
from Hispanic, Middle Eastern communities or 
some Asian communities where Islam is the 
predominant religion. So, they maintain sepa-
rate residences from their partners. That is a 
red flag to an immigration officer because, on 
its face, it looks like they are living apart and 
in a marriage of convenience. They can find 
themselves in the fraud unit, can be denied 
and they can be completely mischaracterized. 
The burden [of proof] is on the applicant so 
much that it becomes a source of anxiety for 
individuals to have to explain ‘I’m doing this 
because I’m not yet out’.”

Jarecki said he has heard anecdotal stories 
posted on list-serves which detail questions 
from USCIS immigration officers that allegedly 
cross the line between respectful and down-
right invasive. “Two lesbians went into an in-
terview in San Francisco without an attorney 
and apparently the officer was asking a lot of 
questions of an explicit sexual nature like ‘how 
do you lesbians have sex?’ and ‘Can you ex-
plain intimacy [between] two lesbians?’ That 
is egregiously offensive. What does that have 
to do with proving the bona-fide nature of a 
relationship?” 

Jarecki noted that the USCIS has since begun 
distributing training materials to their officers 
detailing how to adjudicate LGBT couples using 
correct terminology. 

Then there are the “oppressed of this earth” 
who seek asylum in the U.S. because they face 
significant danger to their lives or liberty in 
the countries of their birth.

The International Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, 
Trans, and Intersex Association (ILGA) cur-
rently lists more than 70 countries worldwide 
where homosexuality is illegal and punishable 
by imprisonment or the death penalty.

Karen Zwick is a managing attorney for the 
Heartland Alliance National Immigrant Justice 
Center (NIJC), which is dedicated to ensuring 
human rights protections and access to justice 
for all immigrants, refugees and asylum seek-
ers. Celebrating its thirtieth anniversary in 
2014, according to their website, the NIJC’s 
work has affected the lives of hundreds of 
thousands of immigrants and provided services 
to more than 10,000 individuals each year. 
Zwick manages the organization’s LGBT Immi-
gration Rights Initiative.

“We have had a project devoted to LGBT is-
sues for more than 20 years,” Zwick explained 
to Windy City Times. “Initially, when we were 
starting to do this work, only asylum was 
available to us as an option but, as the legal 
landscape and options for LGBT people have 
evolved, our work has grown into all kinds of 
immigration services for LGBT people.” 

 The NIJC has assisted LGBT asylum seekers 
from across the world. According to Zwick, the 
current majority of people are coming from 
Nigeria, Guatemala, Honduras, Macedonia and 
other former Soviet block countries such as the 
Ukraine. 

“We are presenting clients from 30 countries 
right now,” she said. “They come in waves. It 
seems to me that a lot of people who find out 
about us do so from other openly gay immi-
grants. We have clients, such as activists in 
their home countries who were arrested by po-
lice. There are those who were sexually assault-
ed throughout their entire childhood. We have 
seen lesbian women who have been forced into 

marriages and been raped during the course of 
that marriage.”

Although asylum laws in the United States 
apply equally to all, problems occur when an 
applicant misses the one-year filing deadline. 
“Anyone who arrives in the United States needs 
to apply for asylum within one year or the bur-
den changes and you have to seek a waiver,” 
Jarecki explained. “When LGBT individuals are 
coming from extremely homophobic countries, 
it’s very hard for them to arrive in the United 
States and immediately come out as LGBT. For 
many of us who were born here, it’s a long pro-
cess that isn’t always accomplished in a year.”

“There’s still a substantial amount of shame 
and embarrassment that not only comes from 
being LGBT itself but also in talking about it 
with a professional,” Zwick added. “Say you go 
to an immigration lawyer looking for options; 
you wouldn’t necessarily think that [being 
LGBT] is something you can bring up.” 

Some asylum seekers in Chicago live with 
family or friends who do not know of their 
sexual orientation or gender identity and keep 
them from resources such as the Center on Hal-
sted or the Howard Brown Health Center. So 
the immigrants remain silent and essentially 
run down their own clocks on eligibility to ap-
ply.

“There are ways around the one-year filing 
deadline,” Zwick said. “Changes in your per-
sonal circumstances or changes in political 
circumstances in a place like Russia can lead 
to a judge excusing a failure to file. We’ve 
successfully argued that getting married to a 
same-sex partner is a changed circumstance. 
For our transgender clients, beginning medical 
procedures or taking hormones can be argued. 
The standard is whether or not it materially af-
fects the likelihood of your winning the case.”

“Another problem for LGBT individuals is just 
getting into the country,” Jarecki asserted. “If 
you’re from Iran, Malaysia, Nigeria or Russia for 
example, you need to get a visa [before entry]. 
Once you are here, claiming asylum and build-
ing your case is vital.”

Once again, these immigrants must face 
a USCIS officer who is scrutinizing them for 
even a microscopic shred of dishonesty in their 
“story.” 

“For applicants, it sometimes takes a team 
of experts like lawyers and therapists to pack-
age their story together,” Jarecki said. “Then 
you need country conditions experts to prove 
that persecution is going on. Transgender indi-
viduals are some of the most persecuted in the 
world. Some societies see trans* people as sex 
objects, of the lowest class and easy to abuse 
and take advantage of.”

“I see a lot of clients who are afraid to come 
out about their sexual orientation and are 
keeping it secret,” Zwick noted. “It’s getting 
better but there’s still a substantial amount of 
ignorance about the fact that you can receive 
asylum based on your sexual orientation. So 
people don’t bring it up because they don’t 
think it’s relevant and they don’t know that it’s 
a basis for seeking asylum.”

Those escaping violence who do cross the 
U.S. border without a visa and are caught by 
ICE agents could be detained during the en-
tire course of their case. Those cases are ex-
traordinarily complex. Although they may have 
lived in their home countries under the threat 
of torment from society or even fellow family 
members, asylum seekers must prove that there 
were no government resources or capacities on 
hand to protect them. For those leaving coun-
tries slowly transitioning from hostility to ac-
ceptance of LGBT individuals, matters become 
even more perplexing.

“These countries may have small pockets [of 
acceptance],” Jarecki noted. “So the govern-
ment could say ‘well yes, in this small town 
in Mexico you might face persecution but can 
you move to Mexico City or Puerto Vallarta and 
seek safety?’”

No matter how a person may legally try to 
attain residency in the United States, the cost 
in application fees and representation can be 

hurdles from cover

Immigration attorney Michael Jarecki. Photo 
by Gretchen rachel Hammond
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By CarrIe MaXWeLL
 
Richard Johnson, 69, a retired City of Chicago 
employee and pharmacist, died Jan. 6 after a 
long struggle with emphysema. Johnson was a 
fixture in Chicago’s LGBT community for many 
years.

Johnson was born March 23, 1945, in An-
napolis, Maryland, but grew up in Batavia, Il-
linois. His father owned a drugstore in Batavia, 
which led to Johnson’s interest in becoming a 
pharmacist. He earned both his undergraduate 
and graduate degrees in pharmacy from Creigh-
ton University in Omaha, Nebraska. 

Johnson is survived by his sisters, Mary 
Johnson (wife Andrea Goudy) and Margie nee 
Johnson Logman; and Margie’s children: Jason 
(Lisa), Aaron and Sarah Logman. He was pre-
ceded in death by his parents, Bert L. Johnson 
and Anne Louise nee Smale Johnson; brother-
in-law Edward Logman; and stepmother Ruth 
Foland Johnson.

Following four years as a pharmacist, John-
son shifted gears and went to work at Abbott 
Laboratories, where he did sales. After his time 
at Abbott, he worked for the Chicago Film Fes-
tival. From 1989 to 1995, he worked for the 
Mayor’s Office of Special Events during the 
Richard M. Daley administration. Before retire-
ment, Johnson opened his own business, R.C. 
Johnson and Associates, a marketing firm that 
focused on bringing a variety of performers to 
Navy Pier.

“Richard had a commanding voice and pres-
ence which was tailor made for the radio. When 
he spoke everyone listened to what he had to 
say and he made friends with everyone he en-
countered. Richard had lots of passion and was 
a very spiritual person,” said Ed Kaczmarek, 
longtime friend and co-founder of Urban Pooch 
Canine Life Center and Brand Innovators Labs. 
“He loved everything Chicago and was an ac-
tive participant in city government. Richard 
was most proud of being one of the leads 
for Mayor Daley’s Office of Special Events. He 

doted on his beautiful black cat, Markey Mark, 
who was his constant companion for the past 
12 years. Richard was excited to participate as 
a reader at our wedding last year [Kaczmarek 
married Dan Gaughan]. It was a blessed event 
and I’m glad that Richard got to be a part of 
it. I’ll miss him deeply but a part of him will 
always be with me. He was a dear friend.”

“He was a dear close friend of mine. I feel 
he was a quintessential Chicagoan who loved 
the city, politics, sports and culture more 
that anyone I knew,” said Gaughan, long-time 
friend and co-founder of Urban Pooch Canine 
Life Center. “Richard’s smile, decent serenity, 
whit and big heart were endless and given to 
everyone who came into his life. We will miss 
him terribly.”

“Richard was a kind and loving man. He was 
beloved senior and an active part of Chicago’s 
LGBT community,” said Owen Keehnen, a friend 
and author. “He faced his recent illness with 
dignity and grace. He will be deeply missed.” 

David Cerda, longtime friend and artistic di-
rector of Hell in a Handbag Productions, said 

of Johnson, “He was a very steady presence in 
the LGBT recovery community. I met Richard 
when he was starting to get sober and it was a 
pleasure to witness his journey to sobriety. He 
was a kind, thoughtful and supportive person 
whom everyone loved. 

“He came to every one of my shows until his 
illness prevented him from attending. I will 
miss him very much.”

“Richard was a wonderful man who fought 
the good fight. He kept his sense of humor 
throughout his illness and was very grateful to 
his friends who supported him especially in his 
final years of life,” said friend and retired State 
of Illinois social service employee Kookie Kelly. 
“He was a credit to the LGBT community and 
will be missed.”

“He was an open book in all aspects of his 
life. It was very much what you see it what 
you get with Richard,” said Joey McDonald, an-
other longtime friend who is an International 
Mr. Leather executive committee member and 
Back to School Illinois office manager.

A memorial service will take place at Broad-
way United Methodist Church, 3338 N. Broad-
way, on Saturday, Jan. 24, at 11 a.m., followed 
by a pot-luck brunch at the church, per John-
son’s wishes. 
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exorbitant and often completely unattain-
able to the “poor or needy.” 

“A lot of times, financial reasons cause 
LGBT individuals to hold back, “Jarecki ex-
plained. “They’re afraid to talk to attorneys 
because they already know that they may 
not be able to afford it. But the important 
thing that people need to understand is 
that there are great non-profit organiza-
tions that will help them through the pro-
cess.” 

Jarecki cited the NIJC as one such or-
ganization. 

“LGBT immigrants are facing a lot of the 
same issues that LGBT homeless youth in 
the United States face,” Jarecki added. 
“They are cut off from their families, they 
face discrimination all along the way and 
it’s not that they don’t want to work but 
they’re closed off from opportunities.”

Even if an immigrant is employed, even 
the highest salary will not help them if 
they are undocumented. 

“I will often have an employer come to 
my office with their star employee who 
does not have a Green Card or is undocu-
mented,” Jarecki said. “If that employee 
is without status and doesn’t have any 
qualifying family members, there’s nothing 
under the law that person can do. Even if 
they went home, they wouldn’t qualify for 
a waiver to the 10-year [re-entry] bar.”

Republicans have often countered at-
tempts at immigration reform with as-
sertions that undocumented people are 
“flaunting the law and need to play by the 
rules.” This begs the question for LGBTQ 
immigrants as to how this can be accom-
plished when the laws affecting them are 
so indistinct and unevenly applied. 

“A lot of the opponents [to reform] are 
saying ‘just navigate the system and do it 
legally’ but there’s no way to do it right 
when someone is out of status,” Jarecki 
said. “The whole system has got to be 
fixed.”

For more information about the NIJC, 
visit http://www.immigrantjustice.org/.

To reach the Law Office of Michael R. 
Jarecki, visit http://www.jareckilaw.com/.
 Coming in part two: A Nigerian immi-
grant speaks out about his home country. 
America’s story in detail and Immigra-
tion law expert Roberto Romero-Perez and 
longtime activist Julio Rodriguez weigh in 
on the issue. 

richard Johnson. Facebook photo

From left: ed Kaczmarek, richard Johnson and Dan Gaughan at ed and Dan’s wedding Sept. 7, 
2014. Photo by Timmy Samuels, Starbelly Studios

equality illinois 
names public 
policy director
 Equality Illinois announced that Michael 
Ziri—a veteran in legislative affairs and a 
Springfield elected official—is the new di-
rector of public policy for the organization.
 Ziri will spearhead an aggressive leg-
islative agenda in Springfield; build and 
strengthen relationships with officials and 
political leaders throughout the state and 
in Washington, D.C.; and develop policy 
initiatives, according to a press release. He 
will also staff the election-related activi-
ties of the Equality Illinois Political Action 
Committee.
 A native of Springfield, Ziri, 32, earned 
his bachelor’s degree at Illinois College in 
Jacksonville and his master’s degree at the 
University of Illinois Springfield.
 The organization also named Sara Jo Ma-
linske, 23, an experienced fundraiser and 
event planner, to the Equality Illinois de-
velopment team. Prior to joining Equality 
Illinois, Malinske most recently worked at 
The Harbour, in Park Ridge, Illinois, which 
provides emergency shelter and transition-
al housing for homeless youth.
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Part two  

By Gretchen rachel haMMOnD 

On July 4, 2012, at 11 in the morning, 25 U.S. 
military service members met President Barack 
Obama at the White House to swear a second 
oath to their country—one they had each al-
ready served without being citizens of it.

That year, more than 757,000 people had 
taken part in naturalization ceremonies across 
the United States, whether among 50 others in 
the modest venue of a Dayton, Ohio courtroom 
or as part of more than 8,000 who crowded 
into the Los Angeles Convention Center in 
March of 2012 and turned over their perma-
nent resident [green] cards for certificates of 
naturalization after vowing to “support and 
defend the Constitution and laws of the United 
States of America against all enemies, foreign 
and domestic; that I will bear true faith and 
allegiance to the same.”

During the White House ceremony, Obama 
stated that “the story of immigrants in America 
isn’t a story of ‘them,’ it’s a story of ‘us.’  It’s 
who we are.” 

Dennis Akpona came to the United States 
having fled his home in Nigeria. The country 
is dominated and separated by two major reli-
gions: Christianity and Islam. The Muslims are 
concentrated principally in the north and the 
Christians in the south. In January 2014, Ni-
gerian president Goodluck Jonathan signed the 
Same-Sex Marriage Prohibition Act into law. For 
the LGBTQ population there, it meant penalties 
of up to 14 years in prison for entering into 
a marriage or even co-habitation with some-
one of the same sex and 10 years for same-sex 
couples engaged in public displays of affection 
or operating or participating in a gay club or 
organization.

Within a week of the law being enacted, 
world press were reporting country-wide citi-
zen assaults, along with police raids, arrests 
and torture of LGBTQ people in what the British 
newspaper The Guardian called an unleashed 
“wave of homophobia.”

Akpona was born in Benin City in the south 
of Nigeria. “It is the kind of country where the 
rich get richer and the poor get poorer,” Akpo-
na explained to Windy City Times. “Unemploy-
ment is very high. Every year, there are thou-
sands of university graduates and they can’t 
find a job. So they try to survive in any way 
they can and young people are very vulnerable. 
A lot of young gay men get into sex work as a 
way to earn money.”

Like many thousands of his young peers, Ak-
pona moved to Lagos—a densely populated, 
commercial hub—in search of a better life. He 
moved in with his uncle and, in his early 20s, 
his life changed dramatically, but not in the 
way he had hoped.

“I was outed by a couple of friends,” Akpona 
recalled. “And my uncle and his wife found 
out. It was a very rough road. I didn’t have 
anywhere to go. My uncle contacted my elder 
brothers and one of them said that, if I was 
gay, he would be the one to kill me.” 

At the time, Nigeria’s anti-gay laws were 
still being discussed in the country’s Nation-
al Assembly and advocates had temporarily 
stemmed their progression. Nevertheless, Ak-
pona took the threat from his brother seriously 
and so strenuously denied and attempted to 
hide his sexuality.

“I just needed to pretend to make people 
happy,” he said, “even though it wasn’t really 
me. This is typical of what every gay man goes 
through in Nigeria. We live a life where we 
make our family happy but, inside, we are not. 

The only people who made me happy were my 
gay friends and they were people I owe my life 
to. I knew a few who would marry the opposite 
sex just to cover it up. There were three or four 
who committed suicide because they couldn’t 
help it anymore. They didn’t have anybody to 
love them for who they were and felt rejected 
by everyone around them.”

Still a university student, Akpona got a job 
and saved enough money to move out of his 
uncle’s home and into his own apartment at an 
address he kept secret from the rest of his fam-
ily. However, even with his new-found privacy, 
events quickly took a turn for the worse.

“Every pastor and Islamic leader in the coun-
try was preaching against homosexuality,” Ak-
pona said. “In March 2011, I was working for 
an HIV-prevention program where I was coun-
seling a lot of young gay men. One day, I went 
to meet a friend at a bus stop. There were three 
other men there. They brought out ID cards, 
punched me, dragged me to the police station 
and arrested me saying that I was the one con-
trolling the gay community in Lagos.”

“It was hell,” Akpona recalled. “I was tor-
tured while my hands were cuffed behind my 
back. They wanted me to confess that I was 
gay and to give them a list of people I knew 
who were gay. I told them that I would not 
give them the details of my clients.”

Akpona was thrown into a cell with seven 
other prisoners who immediately assaulted 
him. He was 26 years old. “Eventually, the po-
lice came up with a report that I had raped 
someone,” he said. “The Nigerian police are 
very corrupt. One of the officers told me ‘you 
know we can kill you and nothing’s going to 
happen’.”

After spending four terrifying days in jail, 
Akpona asserted that he was released after 
having to pay the equivalent of $800 to the 
man who was alleging rape against him, and 
to the Nigerian police. However, even back at 
home, he was not safe. “Community members 
take laws into their own hands,” he said. “I 
was scared of being beaten by them.”

He left Lagos and took a job in northern 
Nigeria, where he hoped to begin a new and 
anonymous life. “I was working in a part of 
the country dominated by the Muslims and 
they have their own constitution [Sharia law] 
stating that anybody found to be gay or les-
bian should be stoned to death,” he said. “I 
received a phone call from someone from the 
Sharia commission who claimed I was in that 
part of the state to teach people how to be-
come gay and lesbian. The only thing I could 
do was return to Lagos. But, I was not safe in 
any part of the country.”

In July 2012, Akpona attended an interna-
tional AIDS conference in Washington, D.C. 
With little understanding of the process en-
tailed in applying for asylum in the United 
States, he returned to Nigeria after the con-
ference. “I got a phone call,” he remembered. 
“They said ‘Oh you’re back. Get ready for the 
worst.’ I was attacked by a group of guys in 
Lagos who demanded money. My friend took 
me to the hospital. I had no job and I could 
not apply for one because I had worked with 
gay people and I could have been arrested for 
that.”

One year later, friends in Canada raised the 
money for Akpona to travel back to the United 
States. “I was still scared because I had a life 
in Nigeria. Even though it was not safe, it was 
all I knew,” he said.

Akpona said that receiving asylum in the 
U.S. was not easy. “I realized that I would need 
to prove, with a lot of documents, that I was 
gay,” he said. “What helped me were the doc-

tor’s reports from when I was attacked. They 
stated that it was because I was gay. I had 
to find stories online about southern Nigeri-
ans killed or arrested because of their sexual 
orientation and prove that I was working with 
an organization providing services for the LGBT 
community.”

He described the sheer amount of documen-
tation he amassed as being as thick as a tele-
phone directory. “The day I was interviewed 
[by U.S. immigration], they wanted to know if 
I was telling the truth,” he said. “I told them 
the way things were. I was surprised that I 
got [asylum] two weeks later. There are people 
who applied even before I came to the U.S. and 
they had not received asylum until now.”

Akpona lives in Chicago. He is co-founder 
of the Chicago LGBT Asylum Support Program 
(CLASP). “It’s designed to give support for 
LGBT folks seeking asylum here in the city,” he 
said. “We try to provide housing services, bus 
passes, linking them to legal and healthcare 
services and create an environment for them to 
be able to stay.”

Meanwhile, the friends Akpona left in Nigeria 
are subject to daily terror and barbarism. “Just 
three days after they passed the [anti-gay] bill 
into law, a close friend of mine was stabbed 
to death in his house,” he said. “People were 
attacking my other friend’s houses, burning 
them down. Most of them had to jump through 
their windows to escape. There are thousands 
of people who don’t have the means to leave 
the country. They have no passport or visa and 
they have given up. They say ‘OK this is my life. 
I just have to face it even if I am beaten ev-
ery day.’ Refugee organizations there are run by 
Nigerians. There is nowhere for [LGBT] people 
to go. Even neighboring countries have strict 
laws. A lot of gay guys in Nigeria marry a girl 
even though they are crying inside. I was one 
of the lucky ones. I got out. ”

Akpona’s luck at escaping his country, suc-
cessfully winning asylum and beginning a new 
life in the United States is not something en-
joyed by most people in similar circumstances.

new ground
Many LGBTQ immigrants—particularly those 

who remain undocumented—are too afraid to 
talk publically about their stories. One LGBTQ 
immigrant would only agree to an interview 
with Windy City Times on condition of anonym-
ity.

Because of the assaults on gay people in 
Mexico, “America” had left her home country 
and started her own shipping business in Chi-
cago which she ran from the first floor of her 
home. On March 1, 2013, her life in the U.S. 
was turned upside down.

“At maybe 6 in the morning, a police officer 
showed up at my door,” she recalled. “My son 
had answered the door and the officer asked for 
me. He said there was [an incident] with my 
car. My son told the officer that the car was not 
under my name. The police officer pushed my 
son into my house. Three or four seconds later, 
around 20 ICE [Immigration Customs Enforce-
ment] officers showed up and started scream-
ing and yelling at me. I didn’t know what was 
going on. They asked me if they could look 

through all my files and records, like my taxes 
and I told them ‘yes’ because I didn’t have any-
thing to hide. They didn’t find anything and so 
then they started looking through my comput-
ers. They told me I was being arrested because 
I didn’t have any [immigration] papers.”

Despite America’s repeated questions as to 
what was going to happen next, she claimed 
the ICE officers told her nothing, informing her 
terrified son that his mother was going to be 
transported to a jail in Chicago. Instead, Amer-
ica was sent to the ICE detention facility at the 
Rock Island County Jail. She would spend the 
next 10 months of her life in ICE custody.

“I was [in jail] four or five days before my 
son even knew where I was,” she said. “They 
wouldn’t let me call him and he could not find 
me. They don’t let you call. They don’t let you 
know where they’re going to take you. They 
don’t let you talk to your family. They don’t 
let you know what’s happening. Even when you 
ask them ‘what’s going on? I need to talk to 
someone,’ they just say ‘wait, wait’ so you don’t 
know what’s going to happen.”

America said she was eventually accused of 
illegal re-entry into the United States. “Two 
weeks later, I went to the court and they said 
that I had to wait for the results of an inves-
tigation to see if I had committed any other 
crimes in the past 10 to 15 years. They went 
back all the way to 1993. It took months.”

On arrival at the Rock Island jail, America 
said she was strip-searched and housed with 
the general population in a 12-foot-by-12-foot 
cell which she shared with six other women. 
“All we had was a shower and a toilet in this 
little room,” she remembered. “There were no 
windows and we did not know if it was day or 
night. The only thing we had was a TV that was 
shut off if something happened or somebody 
made a mess.”

She recalled the arrival of a cellmate who had 
been a drug user and was going through with-
drawal. “She started vomiting in the cell, with 
everybody around,” she said. “It was disgust-
ing. The guards didn’t do anything. They didn’t 
care. I was having issues with one lady who 
kept taking my stuff. I mean, they only give 
you a uniform. They don’t give you deodorant 
or underwear. You have to buy everything, even 
food. They don’t give you enough, so you have 
to buy that as well. I kept telling the guards 
this lady was taking my stuff and my food and 
they would say ‘we’re not here to babysit you’.”

One night America said she awoke to an in-
mate tying her hands down with a mattress 
cover. “I could not move my hands,” she said. 
“I started screaming and I called the guard. 
The guard showed up and he saw that I was 
tied to the bed and he started laughing and 
saying ‘you guys are old enough. You can fix 
your own problems.’ He turned around and 
walked away.”

The inmate attempted to assault America 
who fought back with her legs. She asserted 
that prison guards did nothing to intervene. 
The fight escalated later that day during the 
lunch period. “The guards showed up and the 
other women said I started the fight. So they 
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Study: Bisexual 
women have poorer 
mental health
By BOB rOehr                   
 
Bisexual women experience poorer mental 
health than lesbians and both were worse 
off than heterosexual women in England and 
Wales, according to a new, large study.
 “Bisexual women may be more likely to ex-
perience social stress due to the ‘double dis-
crimination’ of homophobia and biphobia. This 
stress, experienced mainly as internalized and 
felt stigma, could result in greater risk for poor 
mental health compared with lesbians,” the au-
thors concluded.
 There analysis was based upon data gath-
ered by the 2007 Stonewall Women’s Health 
Survey, which included 937 bisexual-identified 
and 4769 lesbian-identified women age 15 and 
older. They were predominately white (92.4 
percent).
  As a group, bisexual women were younger, 
poorer and more likely to be trans-identified, 
minority ethnic identified, and used marijuana 
and tranquilizers than did lesbians. There were 
no differences in patterns of alcohol use.
 While bisexuals were less likely to experience 
discrimination in public settings such as work 
and school, the survey found  “they were sig-
nificantly more likely to experience discrimina-
tion from friends.” 
  Bisexual women were 64 percent more likely 
to report an eating problem than lesbians; 37 
percent more likely to have deliberately self-
harmed in the past year; 26 percent more likely 
to have felt sad, miserable or depressed in the 
past year; and 20 percent more likely to have 
felt anxious or nervous in the last year.
  Lesbians showed improved mental health sta-
tus compared with some earlier surveys. Lead 
author Lisa Colledge suggested it might be be-
cause of changes in the law, such as recogni-
tion of same sex relationships, which did not 
affect bisexuals.
  The survey also found that bisexuals were 
more socially isolated while lesbians are more 
likely to participate in activities that help to 
create a sense of community.
 It calls for creating “public validation and 
support for bisexual identity” within both the 
heterosexual and lesbian and gay communities.
  The analysis also compared their findings 
with earlier surveys of the broader population 
in the United Kingdom.
 Poorer mental health in UK bisexual women 
than lesbians: evidence from the UK 2007 Stone-
wall Women’s Health Survey. Lisa Colledge et al. 
Journal of Public Health, 14 January 2015.

put me in ‘the hole’,” she said. “It was a small 
room. They leave a night light on and the 
only thing you have in there is a toilet but 
no [toilet] paper. I was there for three or four 
days. I tried to make a report on what hap-
pened and nobody did anything.”

America claimed she was only released from 
solitary confinement (administrative segrega-
tion) after prison officials reviewed a tape of 
the initial incident in her cell showing that 
she had indeed called for help to no avail. 
She was returned to general population. “It 
is the worst thing that can ever happen to 
you,” she said of isolation. “They don’t tell 
you anything or when they’re going to let you 
out. You complain about something that hap-
pens and they don’t listen. If you try to do 
something about it yourself, they punish you. 
I don’t understand why.”

Totally cut off from anyone who cared 
about her, America still wonders how she was 
able to survive, physically and mentally. “The 
first six months was total hell,” she said. “I 
saw so many people try to kill themselves in 
detention. I remember a friend called Sophia 
and she was trying to hang herself in her cell. 
They took her away and put her naked in a 
room with only one mattress. They kept her 
there for two weeks. When she came back, 
she was just staring and did not react to any 
questions.”

After the ICE investigation into America’s 
life uncovered no criminal activity, she said 
was offered a deal. “They told me ‘nothing 
was in there, don’t worry. They’re only going 
to give you between six and 24 months.’ I 
said ‘why? I didn’t do anything!’ They told me 
they would make a deal for three months and 
that, if I pled guilty, I would be sent back to 
Mexico. So I agreed. I just didn’t want to be 
in jail anymore. I went in front of the judge 
on July 11. On July 16, they came to pick me 
up and took me to Chicago.”

America said that she was then transported 
to the Dodge Detention Facility in Juneau, 
Wisconsin. “They kept me there four months 
and I kept asking ‘when are you going to send 
me [to Mexico]?’ The only answer I got from 
them was ‘you’re not on the list.’ They said 
nothing else. They didn’t even tell me if they 
were going to deport me.”

She claimed that, every time her case was 
to be heard, she would be transported to Chi-
cago—a seven-hour round trip. “One of the 
worst things that can happen to you is when 
they tell you they are going to take you to 

Chicago,” she said. “They pick you up at three 
o’clock in the morning, put a chain around 
your waist and tie your wrists to it. So for the 
whole trip, there and back, you are tied and 
you are in agony. Your hands hurt and they 
put you in a position where your whole body 
cannot move. It goes numb eventually. This 
happened to me at least six times.”

Eventually, the experience began to break 
America. “One day, I was just crying and cry-
ing,” she said. “An immigration officer showed 
up. She told me that they weren’t sending me 
back because I was gay and that I should ap-
ply for asylum. She gave me a number to call 
and I found a lawyer called Aneesha Gandhi.”

Gandhi is a staff attorney with the National 
Immigrant Justice Center (NIJC)—a Chicago 
based non-profit dedicated to ensuring hu-
man rights protections and access to justice 
for all immigrants, refugees and asylum seek-
ers.

“Aneesha helped me a lot and would call me 
all the time to see how I was doing,” America 
said. “Finally I was able to find out what was 
going on. I would hear from her two or three 
times a week and I was able to speak to my 
son. Everything was better. She even helped 
other inmates with advice, even though they 
weren’t her clients.”

America’s ordeal ended Dec. 24, 2013. 
“They came and picked me up in the morning 
and told me I was going to be released,” she 
said. “I couldn’t believe it. I even told the 
guard ‘you’re wrong, my case is pending.’ The 
guard looked at my wrist band and he said 
‘you’re on the list. Do you want to go or not?’ 
They brought me to Chicago to be released. 
When I was reunited with my son, it was the 
most wonderful feeling.”

Before she was freed, America said she 
was informed that she could not leave the 
United States or work without authorization. 
She had to reapply every year for a permit 
to stay in the United States, inform United 
States Citizenship and Immigration Services 
(USCIS) within 48 hours of any change of 
address or of any incident with the police. 
“They have the right to arrest me anytime 
they want,” she said. “They told me that if 
anything changed in my country that would 
make Mexico a safe place for gay people, they 
would send me back.”

As of July 2014, America had still not re-
ceived her social security card. She lives every 
day with her future uncertain; terrified every 
time she sees a police car in her rear view 
mirror. “You may be free from ICE detention, 
but you’re not really free. They can come and 
get you anytime they want. The only thing 

that made coming to this country worth it 
was to be able to stay with my son. If you 
asked me if I would go through this all over 
again to stay in the United States, then no I 
would not.”

Akpona told Windy City Times that he had 
a friend who spent 30 days in an ICE facility. 
According to Akpona, the experience left him 
so emotionally traumatized that he could not 
discuss it.  

cold as Ice
Roberto Romero-Perez is the founder of the 

Perrom Law Office offering legal counsel and 
representation to individuals in areas of im-
migration and naturalization among others.

“If you are ever in detention in the U.S. 
and you are in the LGBT community, you are 
the most vulnerable to attacks from the other 
inmates,” he said. “What ICE has done at 
the urging of the USCIS is to create special 
units for the LGBT community. Where there 
are no facilities, they place these people into 
solitary confinement—which is horrible. They 
leave them there up to the maximum point 
before they suffer mental distress. It is not 
surprising to hear that people who have come 
out of detention have a lot of psychiatric is-
sues.”

Romero-Perez added that even though 
the Prison Rape Elimination Act (PREA) was 
passed in 2003, as of yet he does not believe 
that it has been implemented in ICE facili-
ties. “It remains to be seen,” he said. “I have 
not heard any anecdotal evidence or any indi-
cation that it is in place. In the area of those 
detainees who have HIV, sometimes they are 
denied medications or, at least, special ar-
rangements need to be made in order to get 
them. Basically, ICE needs to stop incarcera-
tion and use ankle or monitoring bracelets in-
stead. A night in jail costs about $150 where 
an ankle bracelet or monitor is about $15. Of 
course there are political answers as to why 
this is not in place including the mandate to 
have a number of people in correctional fa-
cilities each night so that the private entities 
that run [them] can profit from it.”

For more information about the work of 
CLASP and how to support the organization, 
please download: http://www.lgbt-fan.org/
wp-content/uploads/2013/12/CLASP-E-Flyer.
pdf.

to contact the Perrom law Office, please 
visit http://www.perrom.com/

next week, Windy city times talks to cel-
ebrated activist Julio rodriguez, Ice rep-
resentatives and visits two Ice detention 
facilities in Illinois.

STORIES from page 4
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Part three
By Gretchen rachel haMMOnD

Every Friday at 7:15 a.m., Sister Pat Murphy and 
Sister JoAnn Persch of the Sisters of Mercy in 
Chicago arrive at the Broadview Detention Fa-
cility. It is a squat, two-story building located 
in a bleak-looking industrial park in Broadview, 
Illinois. To one side, there is a lot enclosed by 
a covered fence topped with coils of razor wire. 
To the other is the closed entrance to a garage. 
On an embankment behind the facility, a line 
of rail freight cars sit motionless.

The only accessible public entrance to the 
facility is a set of glass doors at the top of 
a small flight of concrete steps. To the right 
of the steps, the sisters set up a speaker and 
microphone on the sidewalk. They are soon 
joined by a crowd of 30 or more representatives 
and members from the Sisters of Mercy, Chi-
cago New Sanctuary Coalition, the Sisters and 
Brothers of Immigrants, the Jewish Council on 
Urban Affairs, the Office for Immigrant Affairs 
& Immigration Education of the Archdiocese of 
Chicago, and other members of Chicago’s faith 
community as well as, oftentimes, crowds of 
students and advocates.

They are gathered for a prayer vigil in sup-
port of and in solidarity with the small group 
of immigrant detainees inside Broadview. The 
detainees had arrived long before sunrise and 
now wait to see their family members and 
friends one last time before they are shackled 
into a bus that will start them on their forced 
journey back to the countries of their birth.

Persch and Murphy have been coming to 
Broadview for the past eight years. Previously, 
they had worked in Central America with survi-
vors of torture and so were more than familiar 
with the issues that immigrants to the U.S. 
face. They heard about a Chicago immigration 
lawyer who was having a hard time winning 
his cases. He was asking for their support in 
prayer.

“There were four of us standing outside of 
Broadview on this freezing cold day in January 
of 2007,” Persch recalled to Windy City Times. 
“Pat and I and another sister prayed with the 
lawyer and he explained to us what was hap-
pening that day with the vans bringing the 
[detainees] in to be processed and deported. 
The lawyer had been going once a month. We 
felt a very strong calling and decided we had to 
be there every week.”

Eventually, the sisters wanted to be inside 
Broadview in order to talk and pray with those 
about to be deported. “Of course they wouldn’t 
let us in,” Persch explained. “So we told the 
lawyer that we would like to get into the im-
migration court.”

They began a Court Watch program in 2007 
staffed by volunteers from the Sisters of Mercy 
who attend immigration court proceedings 
each day wearing Court Watch buttons. “It 
makes the judge sit up a little straighter,” 
Persch said. “People know who they are. They 
take notes and we share reports with legal 
groups. We connect with [detainees] at the 
jail. If they say ‘I have a court hearing Thurs-
day, can somebody be there?’ then our court 
watcher tells us about the outcome of the case 
and comforts the families. We also do a lot of 
work with law school students and universities 
that want to do a community project.”

Meanwhile, the sisters kept calling Immi-
gration Customs Enforcement (ICE) officials 
requesting access to their detention facili-
ties. “They never answered,” Persch said. “So 
we sent a certified letter. They called and said 
they wouldn’t let us in. ‘We have standards’ 

they told us but it didn’t sound like they were 
being followed.”

In June 2009, a bill was signed in Illinois al-
lowing access for religious counselors and min-
isters into immigrant detention centers. “[ICE] 
still didn’t want to let us in,” Persch said. “So 
Rep. Dan Burke who had sponsored the bill 
came out with us and it took until the end of 
November to get the approval letter from the 
sheriff.”

However, the Sisters of Mercy were still de-
nied access to Broadview. With help from the 
Illinois Coalition for Immigrant and Refugee 
Rights (ICIRR), they were eventually permitted 
onto the bus with the detainees.

“We get on and we talk to them and we give 
them information about safe houses once they 
cross the border and we say a prayer of protec-
tion for the journey,” Persch said. “So now at 
Broadview we have people outside who greet 
the families before they go in, we have people 
inside with those being deported and we still 
have the prayer vigil which started it all.”

For the detainees, the sisters offer a measure 
of comfort during the end of a terrifying pro-
cess that began when they were arrested by ICE 
agents and held at detention facilities scat-
tered across Illinois at the Jefferson County 
Justice Center in Mount Vernon, the McHenry 
County Adult Correctional Facility in Woodstock 
and the Tri-County Detention Center in Ullin.

ICE was born out of the Homeland Security 
Act signed into law by then-President George 
W. Bush in November 2002. The following 
March, ICE was established as an agency of the 
Department of Homeland Security (DHS) and, 
according to their website, “granted a unique 
combination of civil and criminal authorities 
to better protect national security and public 
safety in answer to the tragic events on 9/11.” 

On Dec. 19, the DHS released 2014 end-of-
year statistics that claimed removals, returns 
and apprehensions of immigrants by the de-
partment alongside ICE and Customs and Bor-
der Protection (CBP) totaling 1,379,889. Of 
those people, ICE was responsible for 315,943. 
“ICE’s 2014 removal numbers illustrate the 
agency’s continued commitment to focusing 
on the apprehension, detention, and removal 
of criminal aliens and other immigration viola-
tors in the interior of the United States,” the 
release stated.

The agency’s reach and the expansion of its 
facilities continue alongside an equally grow-
ing controversy surrounding its alleged treat-
ment and long-term detention of undocument-
ed immigrants whom activists claim are denied 
due process, basic human needs and—particu-
larly in the cases of LGBTQ immigrants—are 
subjected to abuse and assault from prison 
inmates while guards and facility staff look the 
other way.

Other cases detail stories of transgender de-
tainees placed in solitary confinement in order 
to shield them from attacks from the general 
population even though such segregation is 
supposed to be utilized as a form of punish-
ment and has sometimes calamitous mental 
consequences.

According to an April 2014 report released 
by the Center for American Progress (CAP) 
and entitled How the Prison Rape Elimination 
Act [PREA] Helps LGBT Immigrants in Deten-
tion, even though PREA was signed into law 
in 2003 it took over a decade before the “DHS 
published standards to prevent, detect, and re-
spond to sexual abuse and assault in immigra-
tion detention facilities.”

The report added that ICE is required by 
Congressional mandate to detain 34,000 immi-
grants every day. “The 249 facilities in which 

ICE holds immigrants are currently covered by 
a patchwork of standards and, prior to the es-
tablishment of the PREA standards in March, no 
one standard bound all facilities,” the report 
added.

At different events throughout 2014, ICE 
detention facilities all over the country served 
as focal points for protests organized by im-
migrant advocates, supporters and detainees 
themselves.

In March—at a detention center in Tacoma, 
Washington—detainees took part in a hunger 
strike. TIME magazine reported that the strike 
focused on two central issues: the congressio-
nal mandate and mandatory detention “which 
requires suspected immigration violators to be 
held indefinitely while a deportation review is 
pending, often without bond.”  The story noted 
that one of the detainees claimed “harsh treat-
ment meted out by guards.”

Early in April, Progress Illinois detailed hun-
dreds of immigration activists who rallied in 
front of the Broadview facility demanding an 
end to the deportations occurring there and as 
part of a national “Not One More” campaign. 
The website stated that 11 of the protestors 
were arrested “by police clad in riot gear.”

According to a May press release, activists 
and members of the Los Angeles California 
based FAMILIA: Trans* Queer Liberation Move-
ment “formed a triangular human chain linked 
to a metal cage blocking the entrance of the 
Santa Ana [California] Police Department to 
call on the city of Santa Ana to terminate its 
contract with ICE which imprisons trans and 
queer people in abusive conditions in the San-
ta Ana City Jail.”

In July, The Los Angeles Times reported on 
advocacy groups “protesting the expansion 
of Southern California’s largest immigrant de-
tention center” in Adalanto. According to the 
article, the facility’s capacity of 1,300 men 
would be expanded to add a further 650 beds, 
including a women’s housing unit. “But oppo-
nents have raised questions about conditions 
at the Adelanto facility, saying detainees have 
reported receiving inadequate healthcare and 
poor quality food,” the report said.

In November, the University of Texas at 
Austin’s newspaper The Daily Texan published 
a story concerning a group demonstrating 
against the construction of an ICE facility 
in Dilley, Texas. The article claimed it would 
be the “biggest immigrant detention facility 
in the nation,” with a projected capacity of 
“2,400 detainees.” One protestor called it a 
“modern-day internment camp.”

chicago action
Local activist and 2004 Chicago Gay and Les-

bian Hall of Fame inductee Julio Rodriguez is 
board president for the Association of Latinos/
as Motivating Action (ALMA). The Chicago-
based organization’s LGBT Immigrant Rights 
Project teams up with a number of non-profits, 
agencies and legislators in the city “to support 

key efforts aimed at addressing LGBT priorities 
within the immigrant rights movement.”

“For the last four years, we have been fo-
cused upon coalition building among LGBTQ 
and immigration activist groups,” Rodriguez 
told Windy City Times, “informing both move-
ments about what’s happening on the immigra-
tion front and the issues that, in particular, 
undocumented LGBTQ immigrants are facing.”

He said these immigrants spend their days 
under constant fear of their undocumented 
status combined with their sexuality and the 
threat of a squad of ICE agents charging into 
their homes or places of employment, no mat-
ter how long they have lived in the United 
States.

“We just had a recent incident here in Illi-
nois with a man named Humberto,” Rodriguez 
noted. “He’s 52 and has lived here for over 20 
years. He found a job at a grocery store and 
had a small circle of friends—people who loved 
him. I mean, this was his paradise. Then, out 
of the blue, ICE came in and took him away. He 
couldn’t call a single one of his friends. Now 
you have an obvious gay man put into a deten-
tion center and the trauma that’s got to create 
for him has to be devastating. Everything he 
built up for the last 20 years is gone. There 
are fathers arrested [by ICE] who are supposed 
to pick up their kids from school that day. The 
kids wait at the corner and their father never 
shows up and it isn’t until a week later that 
they realize ‘our dad’s been taken away.’ When 
I see stories like that, I think to myself ‘this is 
the underbelly of what is happening’.”

According to Rodriguez, ordeals in deten-
tion for LGBTQ immigrants are unique as to the 
level of mental and physical damage sustained 
depending upon an individual’s sexual orienta-
tion or gender identity. The CAP report quoted 
figures from the Government Accountability 
Office (GAO) which “found 215 allegations of 
sexual assault between 2010 and 2012. It also 
indicated that reports of sexual assault in im-
migration detention facilities were not properly 
investigated, with only 7 percent of them sub-
stantiated.”

“If you’re an openly gay person who gets de-
tained, you’re forced back into the closet be-
cause you’re with people that you have no idea 
what their feelings are about homosexuality,” 
Rodriguez said. “Somebody who may be lesbian 
is thrown in with women who aren’t sympa-
thetic to them. Trans* individuals are forced 
back into situations that are among the worst 
things that can ever happen to them.”

Olga Tomchin, a Soros Justice Fellow at The 
Transgender Law Center, was quoted in the CAP 
report. “Detained transgender immigrants, in-
cluding our clients, frequently experience such 
intolerable conditions in ICE custody that they 
desperately agree to give up their cases and 
risk persecution and death after deportation 
rather than remain in solitary one day longer,” 
Tomchin stated. “ICE is clearly incapable of de-
taining trans people with even minimum levels 

Immigration and 
the LGBT community:
Inside ICE detention

Sister Joann Persch. Photo by  Gretchen rachel hammond
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of dignity and safety and thus must no longer 
detain trans immigrants.”

Ice response
Windy City Times was granted a telephone 

interview with ICE Deputy Assistant Director 
Andrew Lorenzen-Strait in June. “ICE operates 
the largest confinement system in the world,” 
he said. “It’s a big job. Over the course of a 
year, we have over half a million people in our 
care and custody and we take seriously every-
one who may enter our facilities.”

He asserted that the Congressional mandate 
requiring 34,000 detained immigrants per day 
is a fraction of the total number of individuals 
going through the immigration court system. 
“That’s what we call the detained docket,” he 
said. “Our non-detained docket is hundreds of 
thousands of people. In addition, the average 
length of stay for folk is less than 25 days.”

According to Lorenzen-Strait, ICE has taken 
steps over the past several years to ensure 
LGBTQ sensitivity within the agency. “Several 
years ago, we made a commitment to LGBT is-
sues and the department formed an LGBT work-
ing group that looked at equities for employees 
and for people who had come into contact with 
DHS,” he said. “We have made considerable ef-
forts to ensure that—at any time during the 
ICE process of encountering, detaining or re-
moving an individual who identifies as lesbian, 
gay, bisexual or transgender—[they receive] 
the utmost attention.”

Lorenzen-Strait went on to describe a risk 
classification assessment developed by the 
agency in 2010 and rolled out in 2012 for use 
during detainee processing. “We assess some-
one with a very sophisticated methodology 
that’s both computer and person based,” he 
said. “Immigration and criminal history and 
humanitarian equities [are used] in order for us 
to determine whether or not to release or de-
tain somebody. For the first time, we’re asking 
questions about whether or not they have been 
victimized by persecution or torture. With the 

LBTQ community, we’re asking if they’ve expe-
rienced discrimination or abuse based on their 
sexual orientation or gender identity. We ask if 
they fear being placed with a particular gen-
der while being housed in a detention facility 
meaning, do they identify as male or female?”

He insisted that ICE takes an individual’s 
gender identity into account rather than the 
gender marker on a piece of identification and 
that the agency’s working groups were estab-
lished alongside the National Center for Trans-
gender Equality. “We take a holistic approach 
to these individuals,” he said. “We want to be 
on the forefront of transgender issues because 
it’s very important that we look at people as 
they present.”

However, Lorenzen-Strait admitted the agen-
cy still has a great deal of work to be done. 
For example, many LGBT immigration advocates 
have requested that transgender women be 
placed in women’s housing while in detention.

“Although it’s an individualized assessment, 
at present we have protective custody pods 
that include transgender and gay males,” he 
said. “So we have not been placing transgen-
der females into female housing yet, but I do 
believe that it is something we will be doing in 
the future. We also want to ensure that, when 
they are housed, there’s not an automatic 
placement into segregated housing. Under our 
policies, it is not allowable for a person who 
identifies as LGBT to be placed automatically 
in solitary confinement. That practice has been 
done away with. Anytime there’s a placement 
[in solitary] of a special factor, which includes 
LGBT issues, or beyond 14 days, headquarters 
is made aware of it and we are immediately 
alerted to do instantaneous oversight.”

Although Lorenzen-Strait claimed ICE’s risk 
assessment tool was in place system-wide by 
2013, and solitary confinement (also referred 
to as administrative segregation) oversight 
was instituted one year later, it did not seem 
to help lesbian immigrants like “America” who 
told her story to Windy City Times concerning 

her detention for 10 months in ICE facilities 
and the attacks and solitary confinement she 
was forced to endure while in their custody.

Less than two months after his interview, the 
Transgender Law Center—in partnership with 
immigrant rights and LGBTQ advocacy groups 
nationwide—sent a letter to Lorenzen-Strait 
and others calling on the DHS to release Ma-
richuy Leal Gamino, a transgender woman who 
was sexually assaulted in July at the Eloy De-
tention Center in Arizona. She had been in ICE 
custody for more than one year.

“Marichuy, who has been housed with men at 
Eloy, was sexually assaulted by her cellmate af-
ter she repeatedly attempted to report harass-
ment and threats of abuse to detention center 
staff,” the letter stated. “Immediately after the 
assault, Marichuy reported the abuse but the 
facility staff—despite clear guidelines in the 
Prison Rape Elimination Act—instead tried to 
cover up the attack by pressuring Marichuy to 
sign a statement claiming the rape was con-
sensual.”

“I’ll be the first to admit that no human sys-
tem is perfect,” Lorenzen-Strait said. “It is a 
work in progress and we’ve made improvements 
in terms of training and process to ensure that 
there’s a ubiquitous playing field throughout 
our detention facilities. However, things need 
to be improved each and every time. We have 
the largest transgender population in the world 
in a confined setting. Most of these people 
are looking for some kind of asylum release. 
They’re also going to have some criminal back-
ground because they’ve been involved in solici-
tation issues in order to make a living, so we 
have to be attuned to that.”

To that end, Lorenzen-Strait asserted that 
ICE has local review systems in place along 
with a fully staffed call center for detainees to 
use—whether they have been placed in general 
or segregated housing—if they wish to register 
any kind of complaint be it about food, lack of 
medication or abuse due to their LGBT status.

In terms of the LGBT population, he added 

that there has been a phased approach to 
agency-wide LGBT sensitivity training that in-
cludes terminology, correct pronoun usage and 
undergarments distributed based on an indi-
vidual’s gender identity or expression and that 
appropriate medical care and conduct of pat-
down searches is administered.

One of the centers of that training has been 
with the detainees at the ICE facility in the 
Santa-Ana Jail. “It’s a dedicated facility in 
terms of housing of LGBT individuals with pro-
gramming, access to recreation, legal and re-
ligious services,” Lorenzen-Strait said. “It has 
some detractors. A lot of folks would like to see 
a world where there doesn’t have to be a pro-
tective custody unit, but we’re just not there 
yet. I have visited the facility on numerous oc-
casions and talked to the individuals there and 
they feel that it is a very warm and welcoming 
facility that is responsive to their needs. I my-
self am gay, out and proud. My husband and I 
are married and we have a child. Discrimina-
tion issues were something I personally faced 
growing up.”

For Chicago’s Julio Rodriguez, his own ex-
periences have taught him that resolving im-
migration issues—particularly those centered 
around the LGBTQ community—is far from a 
hopelessly complex issue with no political or 
practical solutions.

“I grew up as a gay man during the AIDS cri-
sis,” he said. “I remember people saying to me 
this will never change, you’ll never get policy 
change because the political will is against 
you, yet look at where we are today. Politics 
is in the moment. When communities are in a 
struggle, they get strategic and they get smart-
er. The economy of this country has been built 
on immigrants. One in probably six gay pro-
fessionals is someone of color and, more than 
likely they came from an immigrant family.” 
 next week: Part four of our series, with more 
on the ICE system
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Part four  

By Gretchen rachel haMMOnD 

Undocumented immigrants who are arrested by 
Immigration Customs Enforcement (ICE) agents 
in Illinois are often detained at facilities scat-
tered across the state. They include the Jeffer-
son County Justice Center in Mount Vernon, the 
McHenry County Adult Correctional Facility in 
Woodstock and the Tri-County Detention Center 
in Ullin.

Windy City Times was permitted to tour the 
ICE detention center at the medium-security 
McHenry County Adult Correctional Facility in 
Woodstock, Illinois located some 50 miles from 
Chicago.

According to ICE Deputy Assistant Director 
Andrew Lorenzen-Strait, it is operated with-
in an Intergovernmental Service Agreement 
(IGSA), a contract with a local county jail for 
ICE to essentially rent bed space.

“A lot of our detention is dedicated—where 
we own and operate it and have contractors do 
the actual maintenance of it,” he explained. 
“But the facilities predominantly in the Mid-
west happen to be with IGSAs and in the 
county space. So they’re operating with two 
independent systems. [The facility’s] inmate 
criminal justice system comes with its own 
standards and procedures. But they also have 
to attend to our requirements under our im-
migration detention standards.”

The McHenry County facility is a beige an-
gular building tucked away in a historic, mod-
estly populated town bordered by wide-open 
farmland. It was opened in 1992 and remod-
eled 13 years later. It has a current capacity of 
650 male and female detainees housed in four 
blocks depending on their classification.

Windy City Times was not permitted to take 
any photographs, bring in any recording de-
vices or interact with any of the detainees. The 
tour was led by McHenry County Sheriff’s Office 
Lieutenant of Corrections Michael R. Lukas and 
accompanied by a small cadre of ICE staff. They 
were receptive to questions with candid ami-
ability and oftentimes a sharply honed sense 
of humor.

The antiseptic visitor’s entrance is equipped 
with lockers and a room containing a series of 
video monitors. Rather than the more tradi-

tional manner in which the detainee is sepa-
rated from her/his family members and by thick 
plexiglass, the McHenry County facility uses a 
system of video-visits akin to an in-building 
Skype session with the detainees remaining in 
their block during the visit. More interpersonal 
face-to-face encounters are reserved for attor-
neys or one-on-one pastoral care provided by 
the Sisters of Mercy in Chicago.

Windy City Times was told the technology 
would eventually be further upgraded for web-
based visits negating the need for family mem-
bers to travel to the facility. ICE hopes this 
will prove particularly useful for those detain-
ees wishing to enjoy visits from family living 
abroad.

The same system is used for court appear-
ances. Inside the jail, there is a small video-
courtroom complete with a dock for the detain-
ees to stand and face the judge presiding over 
their case via a monitor. Close to the court-
room, there is waiting area equipped with air-
mattresses on which a few detainees could be 
seen dozing. Others were hunched in a corner 
or pacing the floor—their jumpsuits obscured 
by a blanket wrapped tightly around their bod-
ies. Staff members routinely check on them, 
logging each visit with a piece of silver equip-
ment known as a “pipe.”

The first glimpse a detainee receives of their 
new home is the broad in-take area attached 
to an enclosed “sally port” from which they 
are unloaded from transportation, subjected to 
a thorough pat down, fingerprinted by laser, 
photographed, issued jumpsuits and underwear 
while their personal belongings are invento-
ried and tightly sealed in a plastic bag that 
is placed in a secure property room. From the 
moment they enter the facility—other than 
narrow windows in detainee’s cells—light be-
comes artificial. Even the lofty, triangular exer-
cise areas are completely enclosed in concrete. 
Each contains exercise equipment and bleach-
ers to sit upon during visits and presentations 
by approved legal groups such as the National 
Immigrant Justice Coalition (NIJC).

It takes time to adjust to the lighting. In 
some areas, such as the control room which 
monitors even the smallest movement in each 
pod utilizing more than 180 cameras, the dark-
ness is claustrophobic and the passage of time 
is blurred.

According to the guides, the average stay 

of a detainee at McHenry County is between 
20-25 days. No one remains there longer than 
364 days. Their level of housing varies upon 
need both in terms of security and based on 
the risk-assessment tool Lorenzen-Strait told 
Windy City Times was developed and in place 
at ICE facilities across the country by 2013.

Staff members engage in weekly classifica-
tion meetings that review each inmate in the 
facility to address everything from medical 
concerns to mental health issues. A medical 
staff is on hand 24 hours per day, seven days 
per week with both a doctor and psychologist 
on-call any time they are required.

While the McHenry County facility also hous-
es individuals accused of a crime and those 
with a sentence under one-year, it dedicates 
entire blocks to ICE detainees. They are sepa-
rated by gender and those needing direct su-
pervision (where staff are on the prison floor 
at all times) or indirect supervision monitored 
from a control station situated above each 
pod. In this unit, interaction with prison staff 
is via intercom.

Located on the third floor, Block Three con-
tains six housing units, each with the capacity 
for six inmates sharing double bunks in cells 
that open out to a small, triangular day-room 
furnished with a television, tables, a payphone 
and a small selection of games and books. A 
few female detainees could be seen sat at the 
tables finishing up their lunches or playing 
cards together. Although their conversations 
could not be heard, their mannerisms indicated 
that they were interacting well with each other 
or minding their own business fixated on the 
television high above their heads.

Life in the facility is one framed by a rigid 
schedule. Detainees are awoken at 6 a.m. At 
9 a.m., their cells are inspected for cleanli-
ness, a made bed and removal of trash. They 
then have a choice to spend the next couple of 
hours in their cells or in the day room. Lunch 
is served for one hour beginning at 11 a.m. 
From 2 p.m.-2:30 p.m., they are ordered back 
in their cells for a mandatory lock-down. The 
same lockdown occurs after the 4 p.m. dinner 
hour. By 10 p.m., they are in their cells for the 
rest of the night.

To break the monotony and with good behav-
ior, detainees can engage in a voluntary work 
program earning $3 per day in, for example, 
the laundry or food preparation area carefully 
portioning out meals on compact plastic trays.

The facility has a library, barber shop and 
a clinic which serves as both a medical and 
psychiatric examination area and pharmacy. 
ICE representatives said they pay for all HIV 
medication administered along with hormone 
replacement therapy for transgender detainees.

Windy City Times was invited to take a closer 
look at an empty day room. Information posted 
on the walls provides commissary items avail-
able for purchase as well as “know your rights” 
and medical services information sheets. There 
are telephone numbers displayed which provide 
the detainee access to voicemail left by family 
members or to the ICE hotline. Secured laptop 
computers are lent to those detainees in search 
of legal information. Signs read “ICE has zero 
tolerance for sexual abuse and assault” and 
“Don’t Let Go of Hope.”

In order to provide some measure of that 
hope, Sisters JoAnn Persch and Pat Murphy 
along with volunteer teams from the Sisters of 
Mercy are permitted one-on-one visits with de-
tainees. “We call it ‘pastoral care’ but it’s really 
listening to what’s in their heart and seeing 
if there’s some way we can respond,” Persch 
explained.

The sisters will also add money into a detain-
ee’s commissary account. “A lot of them don’t 
have money,” Persch said. “So I am given the 
commissary list and I write an individual check 
for each [detainee]. If they have $10 or less in 
their account we give them a $10 check and 
that enables them to make a phone call, pur-
chase sanitary products or food. We give away 
around $500-$800 per week.”

In the women’s unit, one detainee usually 
sets herself up as the mother figure to each 
of the others. Despite her non-sanctioned au-

thority, fights sometimes break out and staff 
members respond to these incidents within 
seconds. Each detainee has an ID card con-
taining a photo and disciplinary history which 
staff members commit to memory. The facility 
has an emergency response unit. Team mem-
bers are equipped with a camera and trained 
in hostage negotiation. They often know to ex-
pect a problem long before it occurs thanks to 
the facility’s own central intelligence network. 
The overall goal is the avoidance of confronta-
tion and to stop problems before they escalate. 
Windy City Times was told that nine-times-out-
of-10, a detainee can be talked down before a 
situation becomes violent.

Those punished by administrative segrega-
tion (ad seg.) remain in one-person cells in the 
Special Management Unit (SMU) for 23 hours 
per day. Staff members check on them every 
30 minutes. The maximum amount of time they 
can spend in ad seg is 15 days. A narrow open 
area in front of the cells is equipped with a box 
for those held inside to register a complaint 
during their brief respite from confinement. ICE 
stated that they view these complaints with 
the highest sense of importance and urgency 
and any allegations against staff members are 
investigated immediately.

However interaction between detainees and 
staff is not always confrontational or even 
impersonal. Many of the men gathered in the 
substantial day rooms located on the floor 
of the direct supervised Block Five were en-
joying a soccer game on television alongside 
their guards and, at one point, appeared to 
joke around with them. Windy City Times was 
told that staff members have been known to 
organize chess tournaments and other compe-
titions. Meanwhile, detainees help each other 
out with advice or legal research.

For those held in the McHenry County facil-
ity, information becomes their most treasured 
commodity. Their questions range from “what if 
I get married?” to “when am I leaving?”

Detainees at the small ICE facility located in 
Broadview, Illinois already have the answer to 
one of those questions. Their time inside its 
walls and within the borders of the United 
States can be measured in hours.

Even before Persch, Murphy and their volun-
teers set up the microphone on the sidewalk 
in front of the building, a small line of fam-
ily members had formed in front of the glass 
doors. Mothers kept a tight hold of their chil-
dren and the single suitcase or bag they are 
permitted to deliver to their loved one inside.

Once the family members enter, the suit-
case is thoroughly checked for electronics or 
other contraband. After it is repacked, a brief 
and final visit is permitted with the detainee. 
It takes place through a doorway. There, the 
family members can hand over the suitcase or 
money if they have it. They are allowed only a 
few minutes to say their goodbyes.

The assembled group at the vigil recited Hail 
Mary over and over again, sang hymns and sol-
emnly read the names of those people about 
to be deported. “We pray for families who have 
experienced the devastation of raids and de-
portations,” Persch said. “For the children who 
have lost parents, for the husbands and wives 
who are left alone to take care of their families 
and for all undocumented people who experi-
ence fear and live in a state of uncertainty.”

As she spoke, family members and friends 
were seen exiting the glass doors with tears 
streaming down their cheeks. They got in their 
cars and drove away, just as an ominous-look-
ing bus with its windows completely blocked-
out passed them and began to enter the open-
ing garage.

The vigil was over in 40 minutes. Persch was 
then allowed to join the detainees shackled on 
the bus. Separated from them by plexiglass, 
she prayed for them and offered a message of 
hope through a small opening—it was a mes-
sage gratefully received.

“I’m just devastated by the time I leave 
here,” she said. “But these people give me 
strength by the strength they have shown 
through their entire ordeal.”

“I know a lot of folks have called for the re-

Immigration and LGBTQs: 
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Mchenry county correctional Facility. Photo from the Mchenry county sheriff’s department
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form of immigration laws, but whatever the law 
that is currently in place we have to execute 
it,” ICE’s Lorenzen-Strait said. “I want to en-
sure that, if there is a reason why we have to 
detain someone, we give care and treatment 
to the best of our ability. We can work in lock-
step with partners in the external world—LGBT 
advocates, attorneys and concerned citizens 
to make improvements together to try to make 
the world a better place.”

Rep. Mike Quigley (D-Ill.) believes that world 
can only be improved with comprehensive im-
migration reform and a complete overhaul of 
ICE’s methods. Among his long list of efforts, 
in June he sought amendments designed to 
stem abuse in detention centers and put an 
end to the 34,000 detainee-per-day mandate.

“I learned a long time ago that you need 
multiple reasons to get people to do the right 
thing,” he told Windy City Times. “So if people 
could care less about what happens to detain-
ees, they will care that we are spending far 
more money to keep them in a detention bed 
rather than in a more humane and practical 
way, if we’re going to detain them at all.”

While President Obama’s Nov. 20, 2014 ex-
ecutive action offered some relief for undocu-
mented immigrants, founder of the Perrom Law 
Office Roberto Romero-Perez maintains that it 
does not go far enough in its protections for 
LGBTQ immigrants. Of particular concern are 
those initiatives that deal with the expansion 
of provisional waivers of unlawful presence to 
include the spouses and sons and daughters of 
lawful permanent residents and the sons and 
daughters of U.S. citizens along with the abil-
ity of parents of U.S. citizens and lawful per-
manent residents who have been present in the 
country since Jan. 1, 2010, to request deferred 
action and employment authorization for three 
years.

“Only a small percentage of the LGBTQ com-
munity has been allowed to form relation-
ships,” he told Windy City Times, “and that’s 
only been in the last couple of years. It’s a 
step in the right direction but it’s still disap-

pointing.”
“The executive order didn’t go far enough 

to protect individuals,” Immigration Attor-
ney Michael R. Jarecki agreed, “to respect the 
dignity of an individual who does not have 
the hook of a child or other family members 
here. We’ve seen that DREAMers and a lot of 
people who have qualified for Deferred Action 
for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) are part of the 
LGBTQ community but there are other individu-
als who are not part of DACA who will not be 
covered by this action. I think it is unfortunate 
because there’s the authority and the need to 
do that. At the same time, I can’t put my en-
tire disappointment on the president because 
he was doing something that the Republican-
controlled House of Representatives refused to 
even entertain.”

Nevertheless, Republicans have pledged an 
all-out assault on the reforms now that they 
have assumed control of the entire Congress. 
In his interview with Windy City Times, Quigley 
sounded prophetic.

“My sense is that the far-right needs as many 
opportunities as they can to show that they’re 
tough on this issue,” he said. “That they’re 
going to jail these people, kick them out and 
send them back where they came from. It’s that 
harsh but they don’t care. Many policy issues 
are complicated and sensitive. The nuance gets 
lost in the emotions of the time. I also think 
that there is a group of elected officials who 
prey upon people’s worst fears, create scape-
goats and pit one group against another. So, to 
paraphrase, what they’re saying is ‘America’s a 
great country and our problems aren’t because 
of you or the people who look like you. The 
people who are different and come from dif-
ferent areas are the reason there are problems.’ 
The nuance says just the opposite; that im-
migration reform would dramatically grow our 
economy and reduce the national debt.”

Quigley believes a vast majority of Americans 
support immigration reform. “When people in 
my district come back and say ‘why isn’t it hap-
pening?’ it’s because it’s the tip of the dog’s 

tail wagging the body-politic that preys on 
people’s worst views of others and using that 
to scare them. It’s the most abusive part of 
politics that exists today.”

For more information about the Broadview 
Interfaith Vigil, visit http://www.crln.org/
node/1469.

For more information on the Sisters of 
Mercy, visit http://www.sistersofmercy.org/. 

Windy city times would like to thank Mi-

chael r. Jarecki, roberto romero-Perez, Ju-
lio rodriguez, Dennis akpona, the national 
Immigrant Justice coalition, the Sisters of 
Mercy, Immigration customs enforcement, 
lieutenant Michael r. lukas and the staff of 
the Mchenry county adult correctional Fa-
cility for their invaluable assistance in this 
report.

For the first three parts of this series, see 
www.windycitymediagroup.com.

ExxonMobil adds
LGBT protections
By Matt SIMOnette

ExxonMobil has quietly added “sexual orien-
tation” and “gender identity” to its protect-
ed employee classes, according to reports.

The company told ThinkProgress Jan. 30 
that the change had been implemented, and 
that “ExxonMobil’s policies prohibit all forms 
of discrimination in any company workplace, 
anywhere in the world. ExxonMobil supports 
a work environment that values diversity and 
inclusion, and has numerous inclusive pro-
grams and policies that help make ExxonMo-
bil a great place to work.”

ExxonMobil said in July 2013 that it would 
comply with an executive order requiring 
such a policy for all government contrac-
tors. The company’s board and shareholders 
rejected previous attempts to make the ad-
dition, even though the Mobil Corporation 
previously had such protections in place. 
Those were removed when Mobil merged with 
Exxon.

“Exxon’s management deserves little credit 
for finally adopting the LGBT fairness policies 
they have rejected year after year for almost 
two decades, but this is an important victory 
for the company’s current LGBT employees 
and future LGBT job applicants,” said Tico 

Almeida, president of the workplace organi-
zation Freedom to Work, in a statement.

“It’s obvious Exxon is making these chang-
es now because of mounting legal pressure 
and the impending risk of losing hundreds of 
millions of dollars in federal contracts thanks 
to President Obama’s executive order,” Al-
meida added.

Freedom to Work currently has a complaint 
pending against Exxon-Mobil with the Illi-
nois Department of Human Rights. The or-
ganization sent two fake resumes to Exxon-
Mobil, and alleges that the company rejected 
the resume of the ostensibly better-qualified 
gay candidate in favor of a less-qualified 
straight one.

Almeida said that the change will have no 
bearing on Freedom to Work’s complaint.

“We will continue prosecuting our civil-
rights lawsuit against Exxon in Illinois be-
cause the corporation should be held ac-
countable for its discriminatory actions from 
the recent past,” he added. “We will also 
remain vigilant and file new cases, includ-
ing under the Obama executive order, based 
on any new evidence of discrimination that 
we find at Exxon. The new policy is a good 
step, but it must be implanted meaningfully 
to prevent future anti-LGBT discrimination at 
Exxon.”

ThinkProgress’ story is at http://think-
progress.org/lgbt/2015/01/30/3617511/
exxonmobil-lgbt-protections/.
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