
To the jury
There ought to be a law against what happened to the town of Harvey, Ill.
But a Tribune investigation found that the faded blue-collar suburb of Chicago 

was an astonishingly lawless place, squeezing taxes out of its 25,000 residents but 
failing to deliver even the most basic protection and services.

When Tribune reporters noticed that Harvey’s violent crime rate towered over 
others in the Chicago region, and its police department made few arrests, we set out 
to find out why, who let it get that way and who’s letting it stay that way.

What we found was far more than a crime story.
In battling for public records, digging through court files and crisscrossing the 

community, we found a town government deep in debt and teeming with costly in-
sider deals — with no audited trail of where the cash goes.

The suburb stayed afloat through an elaborate scheme that stiffed millions of 
Chicago taxpayers: taking the city’s water without paying for it, then pocketing cash 
from selling the same water to residents and businesses across the suburbs.

Amid that financial chaos, the police department became so distrusted that the 
town’s evidence room had to be raided by prosecutors. We found cops accused by 
their own peers of everything from condoning bribe-taking to trumping up cases. 

The critical question to us: Who enabled this widespread dysfunction? We found 
a state with unusually weak oversight — one that sets higher ethical standards for 
barbers than cops. We found a federal government that acknowledged major prob-
lems yet may have made them worse. That included a shocker — that the FBI se-
cretly helped the controversial mayor stay in power.

Within days of an initial burst of stories in February, the Cook County sheriff 
rallied for better oversight. Members of Congress demanded answers from the De-
partment of Justice. Later, federal securities regulators accused the suburb of fraud 
and stopped it from borrowing.

But the underlying problems have not been solved, and residents say they see 
little hope — except in the Tribune’s continued attention.

It can be unnerving to cover council meetings where the mayor accuses a re-
porter, in front of residents, of publicly castrating him. But after writing more than 
30 articles over the year, we see the story of Harvey as a bigger story of our state and 
our country. It’s a cautionary tale of what can go wrong when too few people care 
about a place on the map that many haven’t seen — or want to see. 

For dogged coverage of a down-on-its-luck town abused by its public officials, I 
am proud to nominate Chicago Tribune reporters Joe Mahr, Matthew Walberg and 
Joe Ryan for the Pulitzer Prize in local reporting.

Sincerely,

Gerould W. Kern, Editor


