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An interview with director Daniel Sawka and
actors from Icebox: “As inequality grows,
there’s always scapegoating of immigrants”
By David Walsh
4 October 2018
In Toronto I spoke to Daniel Sawka, the director of Icebox,
and actor Matthew Moreno in one conversation, followed by a
separate discussion with actors Omar Leyva and Anthony
Gonzalez.
David Walsh: The treatment of immigrants by US authorities
is an explosive issue, but it’s obviously become far more
explosive since you began preparing this film several years
ago. Why were you drawn to make a film about this subject?
Daniel Sawka: Migration is an issue I’ve been very, very
interested in exploring in film for a long time. My family has,
for generations, been forced to leave their homes and relocate.
My father’s side of the family is from Poland and Eastern
Europe. I was born in Sweden.
So I grew up on a lot of stories about migration. I’ve never
had to experience it myself, but it’s always been something I
wanted to understand more.
DW: What’s your attitude toward some of the atrocities that
have taken place recently, including the separation of children
from their parents?
DS: I think it’s a very scary thing for any society in general
when you can no longer see children as children, and they
become pawns in a political game. There’s a dehumanization
that’s going on toward certain groups of people, and certainly
the Hispanic community. When we can’t even agree that
children should be safe, I don’t know how we solve any other
issues.
DW: What was it like to work on this film?
Matthew Moreno: It was really enjoyable, despite the serious
and gloomy character of the film. It’s sad, and it has tense
moments. But working on the film was really fun, because we
had a great cast, we had a great production, and everyone was
so nice. When we got to the actual point of recording, filming,
we were happy with ourselves because we knew we were doing
something amazing. This is going to be noticed by so many
people.
DW: How does it feel to be seen by millions of people?

MM: It’s a scary thought. It’s not every day that you get to
be part of a something that has a message for people. It’s really
nice to know that you’re helping to open people’s eyes about
something so important, such an important topic, about life and
morals.
DW: You can feel, at your age, that you’re doing something
important?
MM: I feel like this is an important topic to discuss, because
some people still don’t know about how immigrant children
are treated and they need to know about this, so they
understand things need to change. Because the things the
government is doing are not human, are not humane.
DW: What do you think is driving this anti-immigrant
campaign, not only in the US, but worldwide?
DS: It’s important to remember that it’s happening
everywhere. We just had a very depressing election result in
Sweden yesterday. I don’t know what’s driving it, that’s
what’s so tough about it. I don’t think anyone really knows
how to change this narrative. At least not so far. It’s been
going down a slippery slope for years and years. I think we
have to fight this very actively, because I think the society is
heading toward a dangerous place that we haven’t seen in
generations.
DW: Part of it is an attempt to divert attention from the social
crisis by blaming immigrants.
DS: As inequality grows, there’s always scapegoating of
immigrants, and I think we’re seeing that across the world.
We’re seeing bigger gaps, bigger divides in income and a
popular explanation for that is to blame immigrants, who have
very little to do with that condition. It’s a very difficult state
right now.
DW: I don’t think the majority of the people, by any means,
support this. Even people who voted for Trump didn’t vote for
this. I think the vast majority are horrified, but they don’t know
what to do about it.
DS: It’s important to remember that the loudest voices are
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not always the majority voices. It’s easy when you read the
news to get the impression that there are so many, and I think
they thrive on that sensation.
DW: Was the central character a composite? Were there
particular stories the writers had heard of?
DS: We did a copious number of interviews, with a lot of
child migrants, border patrol officers, social workers, NGOs.
The characters are compiled from different pieces, different
stories. It was very important for James L. Brooks, the
producer, and me to incorporate as many stories as possible,
and as accurately as possible.
This is something Jim feels strongly about. He has a social
conscience. We discussed every day what was happening in the
news, he’s very politically involved. He brought a great deal of
dedication and passion to this issue.
DW: Would you like to do more movies?
MM: Oh, yes! I’m just starting my life.
*****
David Walsh: The subject of Icebox an enormously important
issue, and not only in the US. There are attacks on immigrants
in Germany, in Italy, in France, everywhere. Why did you
participate in this film?
Omar Leyva: I am an immigrant. I’m what people nowadays
in the US call a “Dreamer.” I was 8 years old, in the 1980s,
when I was brought to the US. My father had left me with my
grandmother in a village in Mexico, separating me from him.
So I didn’t meet my father until I was 8. I didn’t meet my
mother until I was in my 30s because of immigration.
There was already, even before the new measures, a lot of
separation with immigration.
It affects your entire life to be separated from your parents,
whether it’s by “choice” or forcefully. Obviously, the way it’s
taking place recently, where it’s done in what I consider a very
brutal way …
DW: It is brutal, period.
OL: It’s already hard enough for people who choose to
emigrate to separate themselves from their own family. I look
back at the fact that my father and mother separated, it took so
long to be reunited with my mother. They were probably each
the love of each other’s life, and they ended up having to go
different ways because of immigration. They each had children
later on with different families.
Such conditions affect children in a way that sometimes can
be overcome, sometimes not. Children are exposed to a lot of
things. I’m a father now of a two-year-old, and I feel so
protective of her future—I can’t imagine what parents go
through. I hate being separated from her for two days, let alone
not knowing when we might be reunited.
As an immigrant, I had to be involved in this movie because I
love being able to play a character that represents people like
me. I’m a native American, from Mexico. People sometimes
forget that people from Central America, South America, end
up here. We’re all Americans. We’re neighbors, we’re on this

land. How we come here, how we help each other, how we
look after people who are most vulnerable, really determines
who we are.
DW: What’s your own attitude toward the immigration
issue? Did you have a chance to speak to kids who had been
through this?
Anthony Gonzalez: Unfortunately not. Daniel explained a lot
of the process he went through, he talked to many people who
went through this. He used many of their stories and connected
it to Oscar’s story.
It was very special for me to be doing the role of Oscar
because, first of all, I love the movie and I think it will spread
awareness to other people who didn’t know that this was going
on, who didn’t know that kids were getting separated from
their families, being locked in a cell, a cage, treated like
criminals. I feel like this message is very important. I hope
Icebox will open their eyes.
DW: I think it will. I don’t think the vast majority of the
population supports this policy, even with all the propaganda.
It’s important to remember as well that this didn’t just start
with Donald Trump. Barack Obama deported 400,000 people.
It’s the status quo in America that’s the problem.
OL: They say, we are worried about criminal elements. But
then, they say, we don’t even want the victims of crime to
come here. That’s a whole different level. Next, we don’t even
want people who are here legally but who took some sort of
assistance, we don’t want them. There’s something else behind
that, it’s an escalation.
DW: It’s an endless spiral.
OL: I’m proud that a lot of people stood up and pushed back
and the government had to stop that nonsense, that policy of
separating kids, at least temporarily. We still don’t know
where some of these kids are. It may be a long time before
some of them are reunited with their parents.
AG: My parents risked everything to come to the US to give
us a better life. They came from Guatemala in their teens.
We’re thankful because we have opportunities they didn’t
have. That’s why it was important for me to do the role of
Oscar. To understand what they risked.
DW: In my view people should have the right to work and
live in any country they choose. “Illegal alien” is a filthy
concept. Capital flows across borders, rich people go wherever
they like, production goes anywhere there is cheap labor. Only
the workers can’t move around. So we think they should have
the right to live and work in any country they chose.
OL: I agree with you.
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