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Jury a\Mards
Mush $1.5M
for bias clafu
Ex-IDOT employee
charges harassment,
denied time to pray

ny Plrnrcn Maxsox
Law Bulletin staff u:riter

A federal jury Thursday re-
turned a $1.5 miliion verdict in favor
of a Muslim man who was the
target of discrimination and re-
taliation when he worked on the
state's highways.

The jury found in favor of De-
marco Nichols on most counts in
his lawsuit against the Illinois De-
partment of Transportation and
the Central Management System.

Nichols hadworked as a highway
maintainer for IDOT for 10 years
when he was fired in 2008.

Stading in 2006, Nichols allegesi
he was denied the opportunity to
pray on his own time during the
workday in violation of his religious
rights.

He filed grievances with IDOT
complaining about the denial of his
requests for a religious acconrmo-
dation, but those grievances were
rejected, Nichols coatends.

He also contend.s he was deded
training assigned work that should
have gCIne to more subordinate
employees and singled out for un-
fair discipline because of his Mus-

The unfair discipline included
being suspended and then fired
for stating in correspondence with
IDOT's employee assistance pro-
gram that he would defend him-
self if a supervisor carried out
threats to inflict physieal violence
on him for asking for a religious
accommodation, Nichols main-
tains.

He says IDOT deemed that
statement to be an implicit threat
of violence.

But other employees who made
direct threats or actually engaged
in violence did not lose their jobs,
Nichols alleges.

Late Thursday, the ll-member
jury - the 12th juror was dismissed
during the trial after contracting
the flu - found in favor of Nichols
on all but one retaliation count.

The damages are for Nichols'
emotional suffering only. He did not
suffer any physical harm.

Nichols'attorney, Joseph A Lon-
go of Longo and Associates Ltd. in
Mount Prospect, said he will ask
Durkin to award his client more
than $500,000 in back pay.

He also will ask Durkin to award
the wages Nichols would have
earned had he continued to work
for IDOT until he retired at the age
of 69, Iongo said.

He said he is pleased with the
jur/s verdict.

"All Mr. Niehols wanted to do
was pray," Longo said.

But Nichols'supervisors, he said,
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