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A Call for Fundamental Reform

Packed OTOC Immigration
Forum Talks To People, Leaders

Omaha Police Department
Stands Against Arizona-Style
Enforcement

[by John Heaston]

t was standing room only at Our Lady of Gua-
_a&:umw Social Hall last Monday night. The crowd

of people spilled out of the hall into the circular
driveway. In the right corner of the room, State Sena-
tors Brenda Council, Burke Harr, Gwen Howard
and Jeremy Nordquist sat at a table to observe the
proceedings. The evening unfolded in both English
and Spanish, much like the mixed audience.

It was an event full of emotions and information,
involving people impacted by the immigration sys-
tem, professors, faith leaders and law enforcement.

Started in 1995, Omaha Together One Com-
munity is a grassroots organization dedicated to
community organizing, mostly through congrega-
tions, but also with like-minded organizations.
“Democracy is not a spectator sport,’ reads the
group’s website at www.otoc.org. This event was
organized by their Immigration Action Team, led by
Sylvia Rodriguez and Maria Teresa Gaston.

“Do you agree that we must reform our broken
immigration system?” organizers Gaston and

Rodriguez asked the crowd. Answers of “yes” and
“si” filled the room. a

The evening started with stories of deportations
-- an uncle worried about his nieces and nephews
without their father; a suburban tax attorney su-
pporting a family whose father has been given
permission to work here, but who is not allowed
entry; an undocumented college student, the daugh-
ter of migrant farmworkers, living in the shadows.

Hispanic Chamber of Commerce Director Ar-
mando Salgado spoke to the economic benefits of
immigration. “When you fill up your gas tank or pay
your bill in the restaurant, do you tell the attendant
that you don't pay taxes because you're an immi-
grant?” he asked to chuckles. “Immigrants pay more
than they take out of the system”

According to the Selig Center for Economic
Growth at the University of Georgia, the 2009 pur-
chasing power of Latinos in Nebraska totaled $2.9
billion -- an increase of 754% since 1990. That
growth is not without its challenges.

“As the result of new federal enforcement poli-
cies,” said Gaston. “An interaction with an Omaha
police officer may be the first step for an immigrant
into what can be in Omaha, a year’s long nightmare,
finally resulting in deportation.

“In Omaha there are approximately 140 immi-
grants held in the Douglas County Corrections Cen-
ter at any time,” explained Molly Dellaria, who visits
immigrants in jail. “About 75 percent of them have
broken no other law except acquiring false docu-
ments that allow them to work and pay taxes”” Fal-
sified documents, however, can be a federal felony,
according to OTOC’s handout. Based on DCCC’s
calculations, that costs $4.5 million per year.

Omaha Deputy Chief of Police Todd Schmaderer
explained how to avoid this outcome.
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“The Omaha Police Department is against Ari-
zona-style enforcement laws;” said Schmaderer. “We
have spoken about this to the state legislature. We
feel ... [it] hinders our community policing efforts.
We rely on the public’s trust”

“As a normal course of business, the Omaha Po-
lice Department does not check immigration status.
For that reason, we encourage victims and witnesses
of crimes to come forward.

“There are rare occasions when OPD will work
with a task force on immigration matters. But those
matters are only in the event of serious crimes and
threats to public safety.

“If you are operating a motor vehicle and are
pulled over, the police must identify who you are. If
you are a witness or victim of a crime, the OPD will
not check your identity. We will take your word for
it.

“If you're the driver of a motor vehicle, it is
against the law not to have a driver’s license. If
youre pulled over, the officer must determine
that you have a license. If you're a passenger of
the vehicle or walking down the street, an OPD
officer should not be asking you for your identifi-
cation, and you do not have to provide identifica-
tion at that point. The only time you will have to
provide identification is if you're a driver or being
detained as a suspect in a crime.”

“We have heard from many sources that police
officers will accept matriculation cards as identifica-
tion in South Omaha, but officers in other parts of
the city aren't as familiar with matriculation cards,”
asked Rodrigtiez. “Would you be willing to work
with OTOC and the Consulate to train officers in
other precincts on matriculation cards?”

“We have a strong relationship with the Consulate
and we would be happy to help on this issue,” said

Schmaderer. “We want to work with the community
and I hope tonight is a good start”

Methodist Bishop Ann Sherer-Simpson and
Nebraska Catholic Conference Executive Direc-
tor Jim Cunningham talked of a faith response
to a broken immigration system. “Jesus came to
break down the dividing walls between us and
to call us to be one people;” said Simpson. “We
are called to advocate for justice for all persons...
therefore we long for there to be a pathway to citi-
zenship for immigrants”

“For the last 200 years, immigration has been
a federal issue,” said Creighton professor David
Weber. “We all agree that we have a problem.
We can choose a path. Some choose a race to
the bottom. We've seen this in Arizona and
Georgia. What does that leave us with? Com-
munities that live in fear”

“We are the state furthest from any border of any
state in the United States,” said Weber, “and here we
are. We have the second lowest employment rate in
the country. We need people”

The evening started to close with a call to
action. The audience was invited to address
their congressional and state delegations, to
meet with the Omaha Police Department or
to attend the next OTOC Immigration Action
Team meeting on Oct. 16, 5:30 p.m. at Our
Lady of Guadalupe Social Hall.

To invite OTOC to present immigration informa-
tion to your group or congregration, contact them at
402-344-4401 or email omahatogether@otoc.org.

Senator Nordquist ended the forum by calling for
everyone’s help in repealing the law denying prenatal
care to immigrants. “Government is very complex;”
said Nordquist, “but broken down, it's what we
decide to do as a people”
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