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Ken: 
Tracy Siska welcome to Chicago Newsroom. 
Tracy Siska:
Thanks for having me.

Ken:
So I have to ask you journalist to journalist I guess you would say, what in the world got you involved in this story? How did you get involved and interested in this story?

Tracy Siska:
So the Chicago Justice Project is part of a coalition of organizations that work on police accountability policy, and we meet a couple of times a year with Internal Affairs, with the head of Independent Police Review Authority or IPRA, and the superintendent roughly about once a year. And one of those groups in the coalition is First Offense Legal Aid. They represent people in custody, and I especially work closely with them and over the years they would tell horror stories of not being able to get to see clients that were taken from all parts of the City. They couldn’t find them anywhere and then eventually they ended up turning up at Homan. So they talked about years of just not being able to get access under any circumstances. 
Ken:
So be clear, I just want to establish this, you’re not some wild-eyed leftist organization that hates the cops. That’s not what Chicago Justice Project is.
Tracy Siska:
No, we’re a data project. Primarily what we focus on is just opening data from the criminal justice system to inform communities. Part of that is about the ills of the system. Part of that will also be about these are just the realities and you need to look for answers to a lot of the violence and other things and other issues; the cops it’s just beyond their power. 
Ken:
I mean it’s important to say that if you go to your website you will see this big study that you’ve just done about Cook County and the criminal justice system in Cook County and who gets charged.
Tracy Siska:
Yeah, out of the data there was a great project done by Adler and DataMade, a private data company where they mapped five years of criminal court data that Chicago Justice Project fought to open for two years. Basically we were able to determine how much money is spent incarcerating people per [block] in the City and some just fascinating… numbers.
Ken:
Interesting data. So somehow or other as you say you got your attention focused on Homan Square. What do you think is important that people watching this show who have no knowledge of this, what’s the quick takeaway of what we need to know about Homan Square?
Tracy Siska:
The biggest thing is like in the 50s, 60s, 70s, and 80s they would run you around to various districts so your lawyer could never find you, and the court said that’s against the law, it’s unconstitutional. So what the CPD had to do is they were forced to create a separate facility, which is what Homan Square is. Part of its open to the public and the public has been in. Part of it is where special units work and they take people to sweat them. And it’s a little nuance in the law, they take if they arrest you Ken they arrest you and they have already got the goods on you. They take you; they want to know about your supplier. They don’t want to get information about you, because if they get information about you and then they give you a lawyer that could get suppressed in court. But if they don’t have you about your case, they ask you about another case and they use your intelligence to get search warrants to go arrest other people that never appears in court. It’s this little nuance in the law that people don’t seem to understand that allows them to run this facility to basically disappear people. Their family can’t find them. Their lawyers can’t find them. It could be anywhere from like an hour to two hours, some 12, 15, 18, some we’ve heard for two days.
Ken:
But is it technically legal then or let’s say not illegal to take someone in and interrogate?
Tracy Siska:
Here’s the nuance, in a criminal case the only way something gets suppressed is if a court says it’s against the law. You tortured him like Burge did. Here it’s probably technically illegal but it’s not going to affect a criminal case. So you can sue them after you get convicted, but the cops they don’t pay that out of their pockets and it helps the system to get these confessions out of people and get this intelligence so they have no disincentive to stop doing it.
Ken:
And it has been around for a while. I mean the police have been in that building 2000…well more, earlier than that.
Tracy Siska:
They’ve actually owned it according to The Guardian since 1995.
Ken:
Yeah.
Tracy Siska:
We don’t know how long they’ve been in it. They won’t answer questions. The Guardian data is just until 2004 so there’s a gap even in the numbers we have. 
Ken:
I mean I have personal knowledge of this because I worked for the City. I did video work for the Mayor’s press office and I left the City in May of 2005. I’m trying to remember how much longer before that, but for at least a year or more we were doing press conferences over there. I mean they had a whole media room over there and that’s where the superintendent and the Mayor would go over there and they would hold up the rifles that they had pulled off the street this week.
Tracy Siska:
This is where people who believe the story in The Guardian and believe the data have [rubbed] with the Chicago Press. I’ve been there, there’s a press conference. Well have you been in the other section of the building?
Ken:
Yeah.
Tracy Siska:
No, did you know anyone who could get in? No. They still don’t believe because they’ve been there and one interesting anecdote that I’ve been told…
Ken:
It’s a big building.
Tracy Siska:
It’s a big building. It’s a big warehouse. John Conroy, famed journalist, Burge – broke the Burge story, filed it tenaciously, he said flat-out the day that Andrew Wilson was tortured, that famous day now that we’ve spent so much money on, there were reporters in the first floor of Area 2 at the time while he was being tortured upstairs. So having normal citizens in the building actually helps the plausible deniability. Otherwise if it’s just somewhere no one has ever been in was secret oh my God. But reporters are saying, “I’ve been there, they couldn’t possibly be doing it there.” 
Ken:
I bring that up not to say it couldn’t have happened.
Tracy Siska:
Oh yeah.
Ken:
I was in the building for a press conference, but just simply to say that they have had the building for a long time and it’s just not… I guess it’s not really clear when these special units moved in, but they’ve been in there a while. 
Tracy Siska:
Well we know a mobile strike force targeted response unit SOS they all worked out of those buildings. Now there’s city-wide narcotics units, deployment operation center units, plus there’s special units with tasks forces on the federal level, and there’s intelligences run out of there. So we don’t even still, even with all these stories The Guardian did we don’t have a clear picture of how many units work out of there, how many guys. It’s all kind of clouded.
Ken:
I think we’ve all been fascinated to see when something like NATO or these various high profile protests come up the amount and degree of massive equipment that they can pull out in no time whatsoever, that’s all got to be stored somewhere and I presume some of it might be there.
Tracy Siska:
Oh yeah. And naturally they learn how to use it. Now they have these fake cell phone towers call Stingrays they can drive around and pull peoples’ information off their phones. We’re believing all of that stuff is at Homan, but the CPD has yet to make a real on the record comment.
Ken:
We have to be clear here, there’s nothing wrong with a big city police department having operations that are not inside their police district stations. I mean it’s perfectly okay for them to have these operations. I mean I’m saying that, I don’t know if you would say that, but the real issue seems to be that these lesser known sites invite the possibility of some kind of abuse. 
Tracy Siska:
Right. And when our coalition went in to meet with Internal Affairs and confront them finally, this is in around 2001 about Homan they were like, “Well is it a holding facility? Do they hold people there?” ACLU was there, they said, “Well you can’t get a lawyer unless you’re in a holding facility?” No, no, no, and I told the head of the Internal Affairs and the Deputy General Counsel this is why people hate you. This is why there’s so much distrust. You’re looking at a class action lawsuit lock, stock and barrel. FDLA has 100 cases. They can’t get into your facility to see people. Family members have called them and hired them. Sorry, that is a big loss for the department, and it took them a year but they changed the general… As of I think September of 2012 somewhere around there lawyers should be giving access to Homan. It doesn’t seem like it’s happening though. 
Ken:
As I’ve heard you point in other media like Beachwood Reporter which has been doing some great reporting on this, the police department have responded to the initial as we said in the introduction, they have responded to the initial Guardian story by saying no, it’s not true, anybody who is being held there has the right to have for a lawyer. It’s just simply the fact you can have a lawyer if you’re there. And as you’ve pointed out the part of that sentence that’s missing is when can you get that lawyer.
Tracy Siska:
Right, exactly. Many many lawyers have been told FDLA over and over again get out, you’re never getting in. there’s a guard at the gate. What are you doing here? You’re never getting in, don’t worry about it. According to The Guardian’s reporting the police department despite their general order to log all the visits was only able to pull out 3 out of 3,500.
Ken:
Let’s talk about that because according to The Guardian and this came as the result of – I mean talk about [00:11:05] took whatever it was, however long it took for this lawsuit and the police department was forced by law to comply, and the police have identified 3,540 people and these people were charged. And of those people the headline seems to be that 82% of them were black, 8.5 were white, 6.7 Latino, and that two-thirds of these have happened under Rahm Emmanuel. Put this into some perspective for me, 3,540 people I don’t have a sense of how many that is compared to like how many people… I mean this is over many years.
Tracy Siska:
This is over ten years.
Ken:
Yeah. So what percentage is that of people who are brought into all 22 stations?
Tracy Siska:
Oh it’s small.
Ken:
Very small number.
Tracy Siska:
Right, it’s a small number. Now that averages about one a day, okay. We believe the number to be much much higher. I would seriously doubt that that’s the real total number of people arrested in those ten years. 
Ken:
Well as we’ve said that doesn’t count the people who are brought in, interrogated, whatever happens in there for however long and then they are just simply let go, right. 
Tracy Siska:
Right.
Ken:
That could be thousands more. I mean I don’t want to be alarmist about it, but it seems reasonable that it could be thousands more people.
Tracy Siska:
Right. If you’re talking special units, multiple special units over the course of a decade those numbers have got to be much higher. I guess someone could [00:12:34] the arrests SOS and target a response unit all those units make and then kind of determine how many people have gone into Homan, but I would suspect it’s in the thousands for sure.
Ken:
I can’t really kind of get a sense of this. It’s like do you think that most of the people that go there are held there for a pretty long period of time or are they just there in some cases just for a few minutes? I just don’t quite understand what happens. 
Tracy Siska:
So there isn’t a whole lot of evidence on that right now. Also against the general order at least I think since 2006, I don’t think the Guardian was able to uncover any information from the CPD about how long people are held. I don’t think they have that and it would be a question of why. If it’s a legitimate police facility why aren’t you logging in John Smith was here, log in came, left, brought to the 11th District or whatever district they are brought to. Absent that if they really don’t have that then you really have to seriously question anything the CPD is telling you about what’s going on there.

Ken:
Now The Guardian has unearthed a couple of stories of people who are willing to sit on camera and detail physical abuses that happen to them, that they were physically hurt. In one case I guess you would call that a rape that happened in there. But it seems to me that the vast majority of these are not what we would come to call torture or physical abuse there. They are intimidation really aren’t they?
Tracy Siska:
Yeah.


Ken:
And again, what are they trying to do? Because the sense I get is that they are trying to get people to cooperate with them to find them guns or to help them nail narcotics, whatever.
Tracy Siska:
It’s definitely set up to put on maximum mental pressure, so they are there to cut you off from food and water for a period of time. I’ve talked to some people that have been there. You’re never getting out. Some people don’t even know where they’re at. It’s basically to do what I would call either seriously mental abuse or what other people call touchless torture, which is raise up, jack up to the highest levels possible the maximum amount of mental pressure on you to get you to cooperate. These are basically federal tactics. This is based – and I think a lot of this probably does come from the feds. This is exactly what the DEA does. Few people pay attention but they actually have shows on television showing them do this. 
Ken:
Well absolutely. It’s in the culture. It’s in the news culture and we approve it as a society. It’s like these are dangerous people. We need to do this. We’ve got to get information out of them.
Tracy Siska:
One of the people that we talked to who was in The Guardian he was a pot dealer. Oh my God. I was just in Denver, plenty of people were buying it without any problem. And you know they cuffed him a while, left him there for 8 or 12 hours you know, screaming at him, yelling at him, “You’re going to give it up. You’re going to stay here forever. We’re going to charge you the maximum.” And he never did end up talking. He got charged and convicted of something, but you know you hear the stories and it’s set up to put that kind of pressure on people.
Ken:
But for what? What are they trying to get? 
Tracy Siska:
It’s basically actionable intelligence. It is we want to know…like the pot dealer or other drug dealer who is your supplier? 
Ken: 
They want to go up the chain.

Tracy Siska: 
They want to go up the chain. They don’t care about you, they want to go up the chain and they want guns. 
Ken:
If you give them something they will likely release you.
Tracy Siska:
You can. It has happened, but others have said and others have told us no, they’re not there… Especially if you’re high enough already you’re cooked. They’re not going to let you go.
Ken:
While they’ve got you they want to get something more.
Tracy Siska:
Absolutely. The whole thing is not about getting you when you’re there. It’s about getting up the chain as much as they can, or actually more intelligence for other arrests. It’s the incentive system that corrupted mobile strike force, that corrupted the special operations sections. It’s all about guns. SOS used to have a white board and they used to put the numbers of guns officers in.
Ken:
A special operations.
Tracy Siska: 
Yeah, it was a special operations unit and if you were on the bottom you got crap from your bosses, crap from your coworkers for not having enough guns. And it’s this mythology because the superintendent gets to go to that press conference we talked about and hold up the gun and say, “We’re doing our job.” 
Ken: 
I’m so glad you brought that up because this is the part that really sort of gets me confused about this because if you did sort of an inverted pyramid here. At the bottom of this thing is the guy is the detective who is brutalizing either verbally or whatever some guy because he needs him to find… He needs him to make a phone call right now and get somebody to put a gun in a garbage can that they can go over there and pick up because they need it for the superintendent right.
Tracy Siska:
Right.

Ken: 
But it goes rapidly up from there because that guy is fearing for his job because his commander just told him, “You only gave me 20 guns last month. I need 30 from you or I’m busting you down to… You’re going to be working in an all-time patrol in Englewood, right.”

Tracy Siska: 
Yep.

Ken:
And that commander is getting called in on some video link from the superintendent’s office saying, “What’s the matter with your unit? You only brought in 1,000,” whatever.

Tracy Siska: 
Or going to Compstat every Tuesday.

Ken: 
Going to Compstat and being berated at Compstat, but look at McCarthy. He probably gets these calls from the Mayor’s office twice a day too. “What the hell are you doing over there?” Right? 

Tracy Siska: 
Correct. Yeah.

Ken: 
And the Mayor is talking to all of his political people and they are saying, “If you don’t do something about this you are cooked as Mayor,” right. Everybody is freaking out.

Tracy Siska: 
Right. And everybody assumes that the numbers of the guns or the numbers of arrests or whatever equate to safety. 

Ken: 
Right, exactly. 

Tracy Siska: 
This is the sad truth, while the police are a small part of what keeps us safe it’s very little of the overall picture and this is all mythology, but the incentive system and that inverted triangle is all about those numbers and they all get to brag to their bosses and relieve the pressure.

Ken: 
And somehow or other I have to say just wrong-headedly that having these press conferences where they show what some of us suspect they are basically the same guns every week, I admit we’ve joked about it on this show. It’s saying these guns look like they were pulled off the street in the 30s you know, they are like Tommy guns or something. 

Tracy Siska: 
Yeah, yeah.

Ken: 
But okay, let’s be serious about it. They believe that having these press conferences and saying the problem is guns and we’re pulling guns off the street in more than any other city which I suppose statistically must be true that somehow that helps. And we get back to this thing constantly about getting guns off the streets. This is not the first superintendent who has said – or the first Mayor because Daly said it too, we’ve got to have these laws, we’ve got to have more mandatory sentencing and getting more people in prison for owning and using guns. And I just have to ask, you know at some point isn’t this just kind of madness? I mean is it really going to solve anything?
Tracy Siska: 
It’s all propaganda. It’s all about making people think that they are doing something about safety. The mandatory minimum is that McCarthy and Emmanuel have pushed, it’s based on a study from the University of Chicago Crime Lab that I’ve been told the researcher won’t even talk about any more, 100 academics signed a counter to that. It was a horrible study, but it’s also based off the New York law. New York has a law for mandatory minimums for gun possession. The problem is that rarely do people ever get charged with that.

Ken: 
Right, right.

Tracy Siska: 
So basically what it becomes is leverage for plea bargains with the State’s Attorney. So we take out of judges in public their discretion and put it privately in the hands of the State’s Attorney to decide what’s best for people. 

Ken: 
That’s right. and then we incarcerate people at $40,000 a year for these charges, and don’t get me started on this thing, but if we took even two-thirds of what we spend for improperly incarcerating people and put it into the school system and got these kids when they are 6 or 5 or 4 years old and started…

Tracy Siska: 
How about employ their parents?

Ken: 
Employ their parents, right.

Tracy Siska: 
How about give them real alternatives, real economic opportunities. 

Ken: 
Right, right. While we’re talking about these things the city council has…some aldermen have proposed this thing called the stop ordinance which would mandate that the police have to make more detailed records of who they arrest and when and how. Behind that do you think that’s…?

Tracy Siska: 
It’s basically trying to capture more data on stop and risk.

Ken: 
You’re a data guy.

Tracy Siska: 
Yeah, and I’m all about it. I think we should definitely have it. I think the fact that we don’t just shows a police department that doesn’t want oversight. McCarthy talks all about oversight and accountability and the transparency and accountability have definitely taken steps back since his time here.

Ken: 
Yeah. Well I mean there are plenty of people who would say that’s been true of the Emanuel administration in general.

Tracy Siska: 
Yeah.

Ken: 
Transparency, and then of course there’s always the old ‘oh it’s all on the website. We put it on the website,’ you just can’t find it. 

Tracy Siska: 
Well the annual report isn’t on the website.

Ken: 
And of course also on that topic is IPRA the Police Review Authority which we now know again because of data that’s been released, there were 400 civilian shootings over what period of time?

Tracy Siska: 
I think since IPRA has been around.

Ken: 
Yeah, that’s right, 7 or 8 years.

Tracy Siska: 
They’ve been there since 2008, somewhere around there.

Ken: 
Yeah. So in the time that IPRA has been around there’s been 400 civilian shootings and one of them was found unjustified.

Tracy Siska: 
Yes. And this is the big problem we have in civilian accountability across the board in the country for police. It doesn’t work. They should almost all be just thrown out. The fact is that IPRA looks at the very last moment in the interaction when the person pulled the trigger, that very last moment. Instead of looking at the complete engagement and whether horrible tactics were used that led up to a situation where they had to fire. Maybe you don’t fire the officer, maybe you don’t charge him with murder. A lot of these… I shouldn’t say a lot, there are a certain percentage of these shootings that are just results of horrible tactics, racism. You can look around the country, we have plenty examples.

Ken: 
Well we have Sandra Bland in our sights right now. 

Tracy Siska: 
Right.

Ken: 
And that also raises, we’re just kind of running all over the place in our last couple of minutes here, but it also raises this really fascinating thing that’s been happening a lot in the media, a lot of discussion lately about this concept of comply now and contest later. Advice is being given particularly to people of color that when you have a police officer even if he appears to be acting irrationally just simply go along with it, otherwise you could end up hurt or shot.

Tracy Siska: 
Right. Now the reality is for their life – for their life to live, that’s good advice. Just comply. Don’t make the white guy angry with the gun because he just may kill you. Now in reality though there is no contest. 

Ken: 
That’s right. That’s what I was…
Tracy Siska: 
It’s all broken. It is all broken.

Ken: 
How do you contest?

Tracy Siska:
Right.

Ken: 
I mean we just talked about 400 to 1. 
Tracy Siska: 
Right. I mean IPRA is a disaster and has been. They changed leadership; that was a massive mistake. He’s an ex-federal agent, that has taken steps backwards, but it’s all broken all over the country. There’s no really good shining example of police accountability systems. I teach on it now. I wish there was. Right now the system, and we’re trying to push this in Chicago now, is the creation of an auditor’s office which is basically 4 or 5 lawyers and researchers. The New York Police Department has a New York Inspector General where all they do is look at big data to analyze trends, and they would be able to hopefully to uncover something like Homan by looking at big data. The individual complaints looking – someone made a complaint let’s investigate it, that system is broken. The problem is people in communities of color in urban areas especially have been there done that on these things and have gotten no satisfaction.
Ken: 
Yeah. And you know when you really just kind of come down to it it sounds like you listen to you know two guys sitting here talking like this, like we’re just excoriating police. I would have to say, and I say this every time, I couldn’t do that job for an hour you know. It is a very difficult job and they really are in the middle of everything because they are up against crime, but on the other side they are up against us. We are demanding of them things that they can’t physically or rationally do.

Tracy Siska: 
Correct. Well one is the pressure and the politicians and the public pressure and politicians all pressure stop crime, well they can’t, so it’s automatically setting up failure. Second of all they’re poorly trained. They are trained to meet resistance with extra resistance, to immediately establish control and dominance.

Ken: 
Right.

Tracy Siska: 
Horrible. They need to be trained with de-escalation and patience. You should be able to scream anything you want at a cop for as long as you want and the cop should be able to sit there and take it because they’ve been trained well to do it. A lot of these situations could be de-escalated and it showed a little in the NATO where people tried to goat the cops and they just sat there. 

Ken: 
I was just going to mention that, yeah.

Tracy Siska: 
Right. This is what has to happen around the board, but the problem is you’re talking about racism involved. You’re talking about all kinds of things that convolute that situation. 

Ken: 
So one other last just random point was that I looked at the graph in The Guardian and it shows that indeed two-thirds of these arrests or whatever you want to call them, these events at Homan have happened during the McCarthy era. But if you look at 2015 those numbers are down almost below when Rahm Emanuel came in. So the question is have they responded to this public awareness?

Tracy Siska:
I’m sure they have. I’m sure they have. There’s lawsuits. There’s at least one lawsuit. I think class action, but with three plaintiffs, so I would be they have. I bet they are worried about something going wrong in one of those interrogations and opening up the ball of wax.

Ken: 
Now of course the cynic in me says there’s too much glare. There’s too much spotlight. There’s reporters hanging around looking at this; we’ll just find another place. Maybe they’ve got another place and maybe that would explain why only 6% of the people ever taken there were Latino. Maybe there’s a Latino Homan Square.

Tracy Siska: 
Correct. And also they could just be waiting for The Guardian to finish its run. I mean if you live in Chicago and you don’t read The Guardian it’s pretty hard to know that there was another story.

Ken: 
We were both just commenting that this hasn’t had a lot of play in the Chicago media and I wish we had another half hour just to talk about that and why that is. Unfortunately we’re done for. Can you believe it? It’s over. Tracy it was really interesting talking to you today and we tried to get you on the show for quite a while but your teaching schedules made it hard to do and I hope we can get you again sometime because there’s so many of these issues to talk about, and big data is our friend.

Tracy Siska: 
It is.

Ken: 
Ultimately, yeah. 
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