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IN THE UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT
FOR THE NORTHERN DISTRICT OF ILLINOIS
EASTERN DIVISION

WILLIAM SANCHE?Z,

Plaintiff,
Case No.
V.
Judge:
THE VILLAGE OF ORLAND PARK;
GEORGE KOCZWARA, former Village
Manager of Orland Park, in his individual
capacity; ERIC ROSSI, Chief of Police of the
Orland Park Police Department, in his
individual capacity; BRIAN WEST, former
Deputy Chief of the Orland Park Police
Department, in his individual capacity;

and JIMMY LEE,

JURY DEMANDED

N N N N N N N N N Nt ' '

Defendants.

COMPLAINT

Plaintiff William Sanchez complains against Defendant the Village of Orland
Park (the “Village”) and Defendants George Koczwara, Eric Rossi, Brian West, and
Jimmy Lee (collectively, the “Individual Defendants”) as follows:

INTRODUCTION

1. This is the rare employment retaliation case in which the employer has
admitted that it terminated the employee for engaging in protected activity.

2. Plaintiff was a sergeant in the Orland Park Police Department who
believed he was being denied a promotion to the rank of lieutenant because of his
racial identity as a Hispanic Latino. He complained about this perceived

discrimination to Chief of Police Eric Rossi and to the Village’s Human Resources
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department, and he filed charges of discrimination with the Equal Employment
Opportunity Commission (“EEOC”) and the Illinois Department of Human Rights
(“IDHR”).

3. The Village resented Plaintiff’'s allegations of discrimination, fearing
that they might “discredit” the Orland Park Police Department and paint the
Department in a “false light.” So, following a sham investigation of Plaintiff’s
complaints, the Village—in flagrant violation of Plaintiff’s protected right to complain
about unlawful discrimination—terminated his employment because he had made

what the Village deemed “unfounded” complaints of discrimination.

JURISDICTION AND VENUE

4. This Court has subject matter jurisdiction pursuant to 28 U.S.C. §§
1331, 1343.

5. Venue is proper in this judicial district pursuant to 28 U.S.C. § 1391.

PARTIES

6. Plaintiff William Sanchez is a former Orland Park Police Sergeant who
currently resides in Tinley Park, Illinois. He is a Mexican American who identifies as
a Hispanic Latino.

7. Defendant the Village of Orland Park (the “Village”) is a unit of
government, a municipal corporation, and a “person” within the meaning of 42 U.S.C.
§ 2000e(a) and 42 U.S.C. § 1981, as well as an “employer” within the meaning of 42

U.S.C. § 2000e(b). The Village operates the Village of Orland Park Police Department.
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8. Defendant George Koczwara was at the time of the events complained
of herein the Village Manager, and thereby an individual with final policymaking
authority, of the Village of Orland Park. Defendant Koczwara is Caucasian. He is a
resident of Orland Park, Illinois and is sued in his individual capacity.

9. Defendant Eric Rossi is now and was at the time of the events
complained of herein the Chief of Police of the Village of Orland Park Police
Department. Defendant Rossi is Caucasian. He is a resident of Tinley Park, Illinois
and is sued in his individual capacity.

10. Defendant Brian West is the Interim Assistant Village Manager of the
Village of Orland Park. Defendant West was at the time of the events complained of
herein the Deputy Chief of the Village of Orland Park Police Department. Defendant
West 1s Caucasian. He is a resident of Orland Park, Illinois and i1s sued in his
individual capacity.

11. Defendant Jimmy Lee is the former Chief of Police of the Fox Lake Police
Department and the current owner and operator of Gold Shield Detective Agency,
Inc. Defendant Lee is Caucasian. He is a resident of Bloomingdale, Illinois and is
sued in his individual capacity.

FACTS
Plaintiff's Complaints of Race Discrimination
12. On May 19, 2023, Plaintiff met with Chief of Police Rossi in Defendant

Rossi’s office and shared his belief and concern that the Village—and, in particular,
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Deputy Chief Brian West—was denying Plaintiff a promotion to the role of lieutenant
and otherwise treating him unfairly because he was Hispanic.

13. At the time of this meeting, Plaintiff had served in the Orland Park
Police Department for more than 19 years and was then serving at the sergeant rank
as the Traffic Safety Unit (“I'SU”) supervisor, a role he had held for approximately
ten months.

14.  Plaintiff had expected, by that point, to be promoted to the rank of
lieutenant. When Plaintiff became TSU supervisor, Defendant Rossi told him that he
would enter the role as a sergeant but would be promoted to lieutenant after
Lieutenant Phil Glecier retired. Nine months after Lieutenant Glecier retired,
however, Plaintiff remained a sergeant.

15. By Plaintiff’s count, five previous TSU supervisors, all of whom were
Caucasian, had either entered that position as a lieutenant or were promoted to that
rank after working in the TSU supervisor role.

16.  Plaintiff also believed that the Village was asking him to perform more
work (at a lower rank and for lower pay) than those prior Caucasian TSU supervisors,
including handling patrol matters and working significant overtime for the Sustained
Traffic Enforcement Program (“STEP”).

17.  Throughout his time at the Village and in the TSU, Plaintiff consistently
met or exceeded performance expectations and had no significant history of discipline
or misconduct. Plaintiff could identify no legitimate justification for the Village’s

differential treatment of him as compared to prior TSU supervisors.
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18. Because the Village was inexplicably treating him differently than it
had treated prior Caucasian employees in his role, Plaintiff believed his race was the
reason he was being denied a promotion.

19.  Plaintiff also suspected a race-based motive because the Caucasian
leaders of the Department had previously displayed troubling attitudes toward race.
For example, one Caucasian officer who had been photographed wearing black face
and recorded making racially-charged remarks toward an African-American arrestee
had since been promoted twice by the Village. Another Caucasian officer was hired
by the Village despite a background check revealing that he had made comments
about lynching an African-American arrestee.

20.  Plaintiff also knew that Defendant West harbored a particular animus
toward him, having previously told others that he considered Plaintiff to be a “rat”
and a “snake,” and expressing to others that he resented Plaintiff for having
previously filed “two EEOC complaints” against Defendant West (which Plaintiff had
not done).

21.  Plaintiff therefore came to Defendant Rossi on May 19, 2023 with a
good-faith, reasonable belief and concern that the Village was denying him a
promotion to lieutenant because of his race.

22. During the meeting, Defendant Rossi told Plaintiff that if he felt he was
being discriminated against, he should file a formal complaint in writing.

23.  Plaintiff was reluctant to file a formal complaint. Following the meeting,

Plaintiff sent Defendant Rossi a text message stating that he did not want to cause
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trouble but instead wanted to “hit a reset” with Defendant West and move past their
problems. Defendant Rossi responded by ordering Plaintiff to report back to his office
at 3:00 p.m. for another meeting, during which Defendant Rossi issued Plaintiff a
memorandum directing him to file a formal complaint concerning the matters
Plaintiff had raised earlier that day.

24.  After receiving the memorandum, Plaintiff consulted with an attorney
for his union who practiced in the areas of labor and employment law. Having
consulted with counsel, on May 23, 2023, Plaintiff filed an internal complaint with
Regina Earley, Director of HR for the Village, as well as an inquiry with the EEOC
regarding a potential charge of discrimination.

25.  Plaintiff stated in his EEOC inquiry form that he believed he had been
subject to discrimination because of his race and that the rank of lieutenant had been
withheld from him because he was a (racial) minority. Plaintiff eventually filed a
charge of discrimination with the EEOC in November 2023, asserting that he had
been denied a promotion and discriminated against because he is “Hispanic/Latino.”

26.  On June 7, 2023, Plaintiff filed a complaint of discrimination with the
IDHR, alleging discrimination on the basis of race because the Village had denied
him a promotion that it had afforded to his similarly situated Caucasian peers.

Defendants’ Admitted Retaliation Against Plaintiff

27.  One week after Plaintiff filed his HR complaint and EEOC inquiry,
Defendant West filed his own complaint with HR, alleging that Plaintiff and two

other employees of the Department—each of them his subordinates—had somehow
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created a “hostile work environment” for him by making purportedly unfounded
complaints against him and by working with their local labor union, of which Plaintiff
was president, to remove Defendant West from his position.

28.  Village attorney Yvette Heintzelman—a self-described “management
advocate’—initiated a purportedly “neutral” joint investigation into the respective
complaints of Plaintiff and Defendant West.

29. The investigation was a sham, its outcome predetermined. Ms.
Heintzelman hired Defendant Jimmy Lee of Gold Shield Detective Agency to conduct
the investigation. As an active police chief and member of multiple police chief
associations at the time of the investigation,, Defendant Lee was hardly neutral. Nor
were Ms. Heintzelman (the Village’s advocate) or Ms. Earley (its HR director), both
of whom participated in witness interviews alongside Defendant Lee throughout the
investigation.

30. Months before the investigation concluded, Village Mayor Keith Pekau
telegraphed the outcome the Village sought and expected to receive. In August 2023,
months before the investigation concluded, Mayor Pekau and Defendant Koczwara
met with Defendants Rossi and West and three members of the Village Police
Department’s Command Staff. During the meeting, Mayor Pekau announced that
Defendant Lee’s investigation would be completed in a month, that the complaints
against the Village would be “unsuccessful,” and that anyone involved in making the

complaints “will not advance in this organization.”
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31. With the assistance of attorneys from Ms. Heintzelman’s law firm,
Defendant Lee prepared and issued a report in December 2023. Given the background
and interests of the investigators, their conclusions were entirely predictable: the Lee
Report deemed Plaintiff’'s allegations of discrimination to be “unfounded” while
“sustaining” Defendant West’s allegation that Plaintiff “and others” had created a
“hostile work environment” for West through their “false allegations.”

32. Though the Lee Report acknowledges that at least two other officers
attributed Defendant West’s “treatment of Sanchez or others to national origin,” it
dismisses that testimony as “opinions” and “assumptions.” The Lee Report also
acknowledges another officer’s comment that if he were to put himself in Plaintiff’s
shoes, he would feel that that he was being mistreated “either because my last name
1s Sanchez or because I'm the union president.”

33. The Lee Report does not define the phrase “hostile work environment,”
discuss the standards associated with the “hostile work environment” doctrine under
state and federal employment law, or state whether any purported “hostile work
environment” Defendant West suffered was the result of his membership in a
protected class.

34. Though the Lee Report repeatedly accuses Plaintiff of lying and making
“false statements,” the particular “false” statements identified in the report are
largely instances where the Village or Defendant Lee simply disagree with Plaintiff’s

conclusions—for example, the conclusion that Plaintiff was denied job opportunities
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because of his race. The Lee Report uncovered no evidence that Plaintiff had asserted
knowing and deliberate falsehoods in any discrimination complaint that he filed.

35. After the Lee Report was issued, Defendants could have done what
many employers do in response to employee complaints: they could have worked to
address the concerns Plaintiff had raised. Instead, they sought vengeance. In a
flagrant abuse of power and in reckless disregard for Plaintiff’s rights, Defendants
West, Rossi, and Koczwara collectively decided to terminate Plaintiff—ending his 19-
year career as an Orland Park Police Officer—for having accused them of race
discrimination.

36. On January 16, 2024, the Village notified Plaintiff that he was being
placed on paid administrative leave.

37. On January 19, 2024, the Village issued a “Notice of Pre-Disciplinary
Meeting,” informing Plaintiff that the Village was contemplating terminating his
employment for purported misconduct. But the specific “misconduct” the Village
1dentified was indisputably protected activity: namely the filing of “complaints . . .
alleging that [Defendants West and Rossi] engaged in conduct to deny you benefits
based on your national origin.”

38.  On January 23, 2024, the morning of Plaintiff's scheduled pre-
disciplinary hearing, Mayor Pekau stood alongside Defendants Rossi and West, in
front of dozens of Village police supervisors and staff members, to announce that “the

Village supports Chief Rossi and Deputy Chief West 100%” and warning: “Next time
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you see someone doing something this stupid [i.e., filing a complaint of discrimination
against the Village] again, pull them aside and tell them to knock it off.”

39.  On February 16, 2024, the Village informed Plaintiff that it was seeking
to suspend his employment without pay for alleged “misconduct.” Once again, the
purported “misconduct” included Plaintiff’s protected activity: (a) “filing complaints,”
which the Village believed were intended to “discredit the OPPD, harass D.C. West
and force Chief Rossi to remove D. C. West”; (b) filing purportedly “unfounded
complaints of discrimination and retaliation”; (c) being “untruthful in his allegations”
by “assertling] claims of harassment, discrimination, and retaliation,” which the
Village believed were “untrue”; (d) painting the Police Department in a “false light by
alleging that its policies or members engage in discriminatory policies or practices”;
and (e) making what the Village considered “false complaints of discrimination.”

40. On March 4, 2024, Plaintiff received a letter from the Village dated
February 28, 2024 informing him that the Village was terminating his employment
“for misconduct outlined in the [above-referenced] pre-disciplinary notice.”

Plaintiffs Successful Labor Grievance and Exhaustion of Administrative
Remedies

41.  Plaintiff challenged the Village’s retaliatory termination on two fronts.
On February 18, 2024, Plaintiff and his union—the Orland Park Police Supervisors
Association—filed a grievance challenging the termination and demanding
arbitration to resolve the grievance pursuant to the union’s collective bargaining
agreement (“CBA”) with the Village. Ms. Heintzelman and her firm represented the

Village in the arbitration proceedings before a mutually selected arbitrator.

10
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42.  After four days of live testimony at an arbitration hearing, Arbitrator
James Dworkin issued an award on January 28, 2025 finding that Plaintiff “was not
discharged for just cause” and ordering the Village to reinstate Plaintiff and make
him whole for all losses suffered.

43. The Village has refused to reinstate Plaintiff, instead filing a frivolous
lawsuit in Cook County Circuit Court as a collateral attack on the arbitral award.

44.  In addition to challenging his termination under the CBA, Plaintiff also
filed amended charges with the EEOC to include allegations regarding his retaliatory
termination.

45.  On January 17, 2025, the EEOC issued Plaintiff a right-to-sue letter,
permitting Plaintiff to pursue his claims under Title VII in court.

CLAIMS FOR RELIEF

COUNT ONE
Retaliation in Violation of 42 U.S.C. § 1981 Against All Defendants

46.  Plaintiff repeats and re-alleges the paragraphs above.

47.  Plaintiff engaged in protected activity under § 1981 by complaining that
the Village was denying him a job promotion because of his race, specifically by
making that complaint (a) in person to Defendant Rossi on May 19, 2023; (b) by email
to Ms. Earley on May 23, 2023 and in subsequent emails; (c) by filing an inquiry with
the EEOC in May 23, 2023 and subsequently a charge of discrimination in November
2023; and (d) by filing a complaint of discrimination with the IDHR in June 2023.

48.  Plaintiff’s complaints were based on a reasonable, good-faith belief that

he had been subject to unlawful race discrimination.

11



Case: 1:25-cv-02691 Document #: 1 Filed: 03/14/25 Page 12 of 15 PagelD #:12

49. The Village subjected Plaintiff to an adverse action by terminating his
employment.

50. The Village terminated Plaintiff because he engaged in protected
activity. The Village’s expressly stated reasons for the termination included the fact
that Plaintiff had filed complaints of discrimination, which the Village deemed to be
“unfounded.”

51. Defendant Koczwara has admitted that he was the final decisionmaker
regarding Plaintiff’s termination and therefore participated in the Village’s unlawful
retaliation.

52. Because the decision regarding Plaintiff’s retaliatory termination was
made by an individual with final policymaking authority, the Village can be held
liable under 42 U.S.C. § 1983 for violating § 1981.

53.  On information and belief, Defendant Rossi participated in Plaintiff’s
retaliatory termination by encouraging Koczwara and other Village officials to
terminate Plaintiff for filing complaints of race discrimination.

54.  On information and belief, Defendant West participated in Plaintiff’s
retaliatory termination by encouraging Koczwara and other Village officials to
terminate Plaintiff for filing complaints of race discrimination.

55.  On information and belief, Defendant Lee participated in Plaintiff’s
retaliatory termination by leading the sham investigation that was designed from the
outset to result in Plaintiff's termination because he filed complaints of race

discrimination.

12
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56. As a result of Defendants’ violations of § 1981, Plaintiff has suffered
damages including, but not limited to, damage to his reputation, lost wages, the loss
of training and promotional opportunities, and mental anguish and emotional

distress.

COUNT TWO
Retaliation in Violation of Title VII Against the Village

57.  Plaintiff repeats and re-alleges the paragraphs above.

58.  Plaintiff engaged in protected activity under Title VII of the Civil Rights
Act of 1964, 42 U.S.C. § 2000e-3(a), by complaining that the Village was denying him
a job promotion because of his race, ethnicity, or national origin, specifically by
making that complaint (a) in person to Defendant Rossi on May 19, 2023; (b) by email
to Ms. Earley on May 23, 2023 and in subsequent emails; (c) by filing an inquiry with
the EEOC in May 23, 2023 and subsequently a charge of discrimination in November
2023; and (d) by filing a complaint of discrimination with the IDHR in June 2023.

59.  Plaintiff’s complaints were based on a reasonable, good-faith belief that
he had been subject to unlawful discrimination based on his race, ethnicity, and
national origin.

60. The Village subjected Plaintiff to an adverse action by terminating his
employment.

61. The Village terminated Plaintiff because he engaged in protected
activity. The Village’s expressly stated reasons for the termination included the fact
that Plaintiff had filed complaints of discrimination, which the Village deemed to be

“unfounded.”

13
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62. As a result of the Village’s violation of Title VII, Plaintiff has suffered
damages including, but not limited to, damage to his reputation, lost wages, the loss
of training and promotional opportunities, and mental anguish and emotional
distress.

PRAYER FOR RELIEF

WHEREFORE, Plaintiff prays for the following relief:

A. An award to Plaintiff of complete make-whole relief, including
reinstatement, constructive seniority for all purposes, back pay with prejudgment
interest, front pay, pension and fringe benefits, tax-effect awards, and compensatory
damages.

B. An award of punitive damages against the Individual Defendants in an
amount sufficient to punish their actions taken in reckless disregard for Plaintiff’s
rights and to deter similar conduct in the future.

C. An order or judgment permanently enjoining the Village, its officers,
agents, employees, and all persons in active concert or participation with the Village
from retaliating by terminating, threatening to terminate, or taking any other
materially adverse action against police officer employees who make reasonable,
good-faith complaints of discrimination that the Village deems to be unfounded.

D. Reasonable attorneys’ fees, expert fees, and the costs and expenses of
this litigation.

E. All other and further relief as may be appropriate.

14
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JURY DEMAND

Plaintiff demands trial by jury on all issues for which a jury trial is allowed.
Dated: March 14, 2025
Respectfully submitted,

/s/ Justin Tresnowski

CHRISTOPHER J. WILMES

JUSTIN TRESNOWSKI
cwilmes@hspleglal.com
jtresnowski@hsplegal.com

HUGHES SocoL PIERS RESNICK & DywMm, LTD.
70 W. Madison Street, Suite 4000 Chicago,
IL 60602

(312) 580-0100

(312) 580-1994 (Fax)

Attorney for Plaintift
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