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Immigrant who wrongly voted wins right to stay
By Marwa Eltagouri, Tribune report

JULY 5, 2014

Filipino immigrant who faced deportation for nearly a decade after she registered to vote while getting a

driver's license — and then went ahead and cast a ballot — has been cleared of wrongdoing by a federal

appellate court.

Elizabeth Keathley, of Bloomington, Ill., will be able to stay in the U.S. under a ruling from the 7th U.S. Circuit

Court of Appeals and has been approved for permanent residence by a Department of Justice immigration

judge.

"I feel like I am now part of the United States," said Keathley, 35. "I am so happy it's all over."

Keathley's plight, chronicled in a Page 1 Tribune story in 2007, was shared by dozens of other immigrants who

illegally registered to vote through the National Voter Registration Act, better known as the "motor voter" law.

The appellate court decided Keathley didn't intentionally do anything wrong when she registered to vote in

2006 through the motor voter law, which mandates that people applying for driver's licenses or ID cards be

asked if they are interested in registering to vote.

The federal law prohibits Department of Motor Vehicles workers from inquiring into an applicant's citizenship.

The court accepted Keathley's testimony that an official at a driver services facility rushed Keathley through the

voter registration application and instructed her where to sign.

Keathley moved from the Philippines to the U.S. in 2003, with her husband, John, an American citizen. In 2006

she applied for her driver's license. She subsequently voted in the 2006 congressional election, proudly

displaying her "I voted" sticker afterward.

In December 2006, shortly after she voted, Keathley went with her husband to her citizenship interview in

Chicago. She recalls the government official laughing in disbelief upon finding out she had voted and

immediately ended the interview.

"They made fun of me," Keathley said. "It was so, so hard for us."

Six months pregnant at the time, she lost her job at a hospital, along with her medical insurance and her future

with her family in the United States.

"When I'd wake up in the morning, I felt like I didn't have any freedom," she said.



In August 2007, the Department of Homeland Security ordered Keathley to appear before an immigration

judge, charging that she represented herself as a U.S. citizen for the purpose of voting. The department

subsequently called for her deportation.

In 2008, an immigration court dropped the charge of false representation but denied Keathley's application for

permanent residence because she had voted in violation of federal law. The court instead gave her a period of

time to leave on her own.

Keathley appealed the court's order in 2011 and the case wound its way through the system until she was

granted a reprieve and finally cleared of wrongdoing last week.

U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement declined to comment on the matter.

Keathley's attorney, Richard Hanus, said that a common assumption — and one of the key issues in this case —

is that legal immigrants understand what they do and don't have a right to do. Because secretary of state

officials can't inquire about a person's citizenship, it can lead to confusion, he said.

"I asked this question (to U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement counsel) to highlight the flawed system,"

Hanus said. "If someone comes into the DMV wearing a T-shirt that says 'I'm not a U.S. citizen,' would they still

be asked to vote? The answer is yes."

Hanus said he's seen dozens of clients come into his office with some variation of Keathley's case.

"The people who I see face this problem are left feeling desperate, with severe anxiety about their future in this

country," he said. "They got into this situation without their choosing."
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