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ADVOCACY SHOULD BE
PERSONAL: AN INTERVIEW

WITH EMMA LOZANO
by DANIEL KOEN

E mma Lozano has been a powerful advocate for immigrants' rights in Chi-
cago and across the United States. As the executive director of Centro Sin

Fronteras, a grassroots immigrants-rights group in Chicago, many will un-
doubtedly associate her name with Elvira Arellano, an undocumented worker
who took sanctuary in a small Chicago church in 2006 to try and remain with
her son, Saul, who is a U.S. citizen.' In this interview, PILR provides Lozano

the opportunity to speak directly to the reader.2

Koen: When people hear "Emma Lozano," there's a connection with Elvria
Arellano and other men and women fighting for immigrants' rights. But you
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also lead Centro Sin Fronteras.' Can you explain the full range of legal advo-
cacy your organization provides?

Lozano: Centro Sin Fronteras offers a legal clinic and is staffed by a full-time
attorney with a network of referrals. Through our legal program, we deal with a
wide variety of cases, both criminal and civil civil rights, employment rights, hous-
ing, health care and education-related cases.

Centro has offered a series of workshops on expungement and has assisted dozens in
applying for pardons, and has responded with litigation several times on prison
conditions. Obviously, in recent years, our focus has been consumed by immigration
cases, especially cases which involve the separation offamilies. We have also success-
fdly negotiated over a dozen no-match cases involving thousands of workers.

For those who are not familiar with your work, how would you describe a
typical day?

No day is typical and much of my work depends on the current campaign we are
involved in.

Did you decide to become an advocate? Or did advocacy choose you?

My involvement in the struggle began with my brother Rudy Lozano. After his
assassination, I found myself called to continue his legacy and that led, step by step,
to my current involvement.4

In the mainstream media, why does it seem that the term "illegal immigrant" is
used to describe anyone with brown skin who was not born in the United
States?

We need to understand that racism in this country, the racism that justified slavery
and Jim Crow, it is part and parcel of the supremacist attitudes of manifest destiny
- the notion that white Europeans were chosen by God to establish their culture,
religion and economic system on this continent led to conquest and theft of half of
the lands of Mexico, to a treaty towards Mexicans left on the northern side of the
border that was never taken seriously and to the attitude that brown people be-
longed to another inferior race and culture.

The immigration issue is, in truth, an expression of the denomination and defor-
mation of Latin American economies, driving millions of people here, separating
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them from their families. The reaction against the brown-skinned immigrant is

based in the still-strong idea that this land belongs to the white man and his culture

and therefore all brown-skinned people are a threat to that God-given legacy, its

privileges, and should be viewed with disdain, suspicion and hostility.

You've been extremely vocal about the Bush administration's attitudes and

practices toward undocumented workers. From government raids to so-called

crackdowns on counterfeit visas, what has been the effect of these policies on

the immigrant community?

This nation has operated a system of undocumented labor for over a century.

NAFTA and other free trade policies only intensified the numbers in this system.

Instead of taking responsibility for the system of cheap labor it has operated and

benefited fom, the United States has unleashed a reign of terror, leaving millions of

children in the fear that they will have their families taken away from them, their

homes and communities lost.

It is a climate offear, shame and degradation in which millions ofpeople, and the

Latino communities they are a part of - this is very much like the system of

apartheid in South Africa. There are places you cannot go, ordinary activities often

become dangerous - and then of course, there is the ongoing deportation offamilies

that is devastating.

All these things however will not drive 12 million people' to sel-deport: first be-

cause they have families and community here; and second, because NAFTA and

other such policies have made it impossible for them to survive and feed their fami-

lies in their countries of origin.

What would you say to those who believe you are doing the right thing but

going about it in the wrong way?

That is always the position that those who can, because of their privilege, afford to

wait forever for change and can, because of their privilege, afford to accept less. The

proof is in the pudding.

Before Elvira, the issue offamily unity and of U.S. citizen children with one or

more undocumented parent was not a part of the debate. Now it is, and the moral

imperative offamily unity has brought the majority ofpeople in the United States

to the side of some form of legalization.
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Can you explain the legal position you took to try and help protect Elvira?

We took several actions. First we sought to get her case before a judge since the 1996

law" never allowed her to get in front of a judge. Second, we sought a presidential

pardon. Third, we sought relief through a private bill in Congress.I Fourth, we

filed a federal suit on behalf of Saulito' pointing out that his rights as a US.

citizen were being violated by forcing him de facto to be deported - which in fact,

now they clearly have been. Although this case was dismissed,9 it gave rise to a class

action suit that now seeks to come before the Supreme Court on behalfofmillions of

US. citizen children like Saulito, and Saulito is one of the named plaintiffi.'o

There have been more than 1,000 stories and editorials about Elvira since

2006-07.11 Do you think the press received for Elvira's situation helped or

hurt?

Clearly the supportive articles and editorials were very helpful in getting the issue of

family unity before the nation. Perhaps, in a more profound way, the coverage of

the response of hate and anti-immigrant groups, the perspectives of those like Lou

Dobbs, were even more helpful.

Elvira put the bond of love between a mother and her child in confrontation with

the dragon of hate and racism and xenophobia. The results of the [2008] presiden-

tial primary elections, both Republican and Democratic, showed that the majority

ofpeople in this nation reject those attitudes of hate, respect the values offamily and

support some form of legalization.

If racism and hate is never confronted, it never exposes itself That was the lesson of

the civil rights movement, and that is the lesson of Elvira Arellano.

At the January 2008 PILR Symposium, you mentioned that Flor Crisostomo

was taking refuge at the same church where Elvira was.'2 Is her legal situation

similar to Elvira's?

Flor ' situation is the other side of the coin of Elvira 's. Her children are in Mexico

and she has not seen them for over seven years. Her situation brings out the cruelty

of the system of undocumented labor, whose human face is the separation of

families.
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U.S. economic policies directly destroyed the ability of Flor and her family to sur-

vive - this drove her to the United States. Her undocumented status and the tight-

ening of the borders after 199613 meant that she could not even travel back home

to see her children. Flor's witness has been important in bringing out the issues

around NAFTA and bringing them into the presidential debates.

Ultimately, the immigration issue and the trade issue will have to be addressed

together. You cannot build a wall with one side and a border is not a line in the

sand, it is an expression of the relationship between two countries, their economies

and their people.

One of the things you emphasized at the PILR Symposium was the issue of a
mother and child staying together. Do you think that side of the issue has
become lost in the debate?

It can never be lost again because it is now set in the hearts of the people. Elvira's

case was not unique, although her extraordinary faith and courage are. Millions of

cases like hers are being surfaced every day.

If we look beyond the racist overtones of the term, "anchor-baby,"" do you
think that children born in the United States to undocumented women will

automatically lead to a better life for both mother and child just because the
children are born here?

What is a better life? There are opportunities in the United States that are not

available in Mexico, Latin America and the Caribbean. That is not because of the

superiority of the United States but because of the history of manifest destiny.

There are also real downsides to living in a country in which so much hate is

directed against you and your culture and your first language. There are downsides

to the culture of individualism - while Mexican families are torn apart by the

system of undocumented labor, many U.S. families are falling apart every day

because of the culture here.

There is also, as part of the history of this nation, a historic Latino community

which has organized, prospered and maintained its culture. Children born in these

communities have a right to stay and be a part of these historic communities and

contribute to them.
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A mother and child is just one type of family. How have families overall been

affected by the current immigration laws in the United States?

Certainly the majority offamilies that have been affected are two-person head-of-

household traditional families. In many cases, families have to choose between being

separated fom a mother or losing the means ofsurvival the father provides. It is an

impossible choice.

In your opinion, what would be in the public's best interest in terms of re-

forming our immigration laws?

Those who are here should be offered immediate legalization, with the right to

travel, to stay together with their families, the same rights as other workers and a

path to citizenship if they so choose. Future immigration of workers should be em-

ployment- or family-related. The border should be secured in the only way it can be

secured- by renegotiating our trade and financial relationships with Mexico. .

This issue will likely be published and printed in winter 2009. Regardless of
who is elected, what are your hopes for our next president?

The best we can hope for is a president that will take leadership on the program of

comprehensive immigration reform that has been debated in Congress and who

hopefully, will address the renegotiation of NAFTA and other free trade agreements

on a parallel track. Both [Sen. Hillary] Clinton" and [Sen. Barack] Obama'6

have made this promise, a promise which [Sen. John] McCain has publicly backed

away from.'7

Twenty years from now, if you could have your way, what would you like to

see happen in terms of immigration reform?

As we can see fom the explosion of this issue around the globe, the issue here will

not be resolved until we address the impoverishment of hundreds of millions of

people through the current injustices of globalization. I would hope that we would

move towards a citizenship of the Americas, where the free movement of labor, the

guarantee of the unity offamilies goes along with the fee movement of capital and

goods.
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