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                                            By: Sergio de Leon (AP) Reporter
                                            Immigration Judge James P. Vandello (Denver, Colorado)


Teen who was Deported to Guatemala is Slain

Had told Judge his Former Gang would Kill Him

By Sergio de Leon, Associated Press  
May 5, 2004

VILLANUEVA, Guatemala -- Edgar Chocoy knew what awaited him if he was deported to Guatemala.

The 16-year-old begged an immigration judge in Denver to let him stay in the United States, saying he would be killed by his former gang if he was sent home.

He was deported anyway on March 10 and was shot dead 17 days later, say family members in Villanueva, a rough town on Guatemala City's outskirts.

The youth ''was sent to die by our immigration system, which condemned him for his past and failed him in every way possible," said Kim Salinas, the Denver lawyer who represented Edgar.

''He said, 'I will be killed if I return.' He said all he wanted was another chance."

The US government denies responsibility. It said the real tragedy was that Chocoy decided to join a gang and take part in crimes in both Guatemala and the United States.

''There is a real likelihood that the same fate would have befallen him if he was allowed to stay here," said Virginia Kice, a spokeswoman for US Immigration and Customs Enforcement.

Chocoy's story isn't all that unusual among the poor of Central America. During a hearing Jan. 5, he recounted it for immigration Judge James P. Vandello:

His mother left him with relatives as a baby so she could work in Los Angeles. He grew up with his grandfather and met his father only once.

Chocoy didn't start school until he was 9 or 10, and -- like many other poor children in Guatemala these days -- he fell into a gang because all his classmates belonged.

By the time he turned 14, he wanted out. He had met youths who weren't in a gang, and preferred playing video games and soccer with them to stealing and beating people.

But his fellow gang members demanded nearly $400 in return for his ''retirement," warning that they would kill him if he didn't pay. He had no money and went into hiding at his aunt's house, then crossed the border illegally and joined his mother in Los Angeles.

The judge said Chocoy had shown signs of improvement. But the ''steps are very late, and I find that his past speaks . . . more loudly than his present attempt at rehabilitation."

After returning to Guatemala, Chocoy was gunned down while watching a Roman Catholic procession carrying statues of saints through the streets. 
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