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Alonzo Pena, the top federal immigration enforcement official in Arizona, flipped through a
series of slides Tuesday to illustrate the daunting task facing federal officers.

Among the images:

    
    -  Wrecked vans and sport utility vehicles that toppled while transporting illegal immigrants
along Arizona highways.   
    -  Dozens of illegal immigrants stuffed into "drop houses" while waiting to be smuggled
further into the interior of the United States.   
    -  Beaten, gagged and handcuffed illegal immigrants, who had suffered the misfortune of
being kidnapped by rival gangs of smugglers in ploys to extort ransoms from relatives.

  

  Pena, special agent in charge of U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement in Arizona,
presented the slide show during a roundtable discussion that included federal, state and local
law enforcement officials at the Mesa Police Department.

Rep. Harry Mitchell, D-Tempe, called the meeting to discuss smuggling, drug trafficking and
other crimes associated with illegal immigration. Representatives from each of the agencies
attending said they need more manpower and resources to confront illegal immigration.

Roger Vanderpool, director of the Arizona Department of Transportation, and Mesa Police Chief
George Gascón noted that when their officers take on immigration enforcement duties, the man
hours used frequently come at the expense of state and local law enforcement duties.

"When I take that trooper away, then that trooper is away. There is no backfill," Vanderpool
said.

Leesa Morrison, director of the state Department of Homeland Security, said her department
has confronted a funding cut from $60 million in 2003 to $21 million in 2005.

That type of insight into immigration enforcement is important, Mitchell said, because he and
other members of Congress are preparing to debate several immigration reform proposals in
coming weeks.

Mitchell, who represents Arizona's 5th Congressional District, said funding will be part of the
discussion as the federal immigration reform proposals move forward, but he did not promise
any specific results.
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"In order to help our residents and the people in Arizona, we've got to try to get the resources
they need," he said afterward.

Pena's statistics were just as impressive as his slide show.

From Jan. 1 through May 22 this year, Arizona ICE agents have discovered 36 vehicles
transporting illegal immigrants, located 60 drop houses, apprehended 1,253 illegal immigrants
and broken 13 hostage cases.

In addition to dealing with those types of enforcement issues, ICE has been asked to preform
additional duties since Arizona voters approved Proposition 100 in November. That measure
denies bail to illegal immigrants who commit serious felonies.

ICE generally is the agency that conducts investigations to determine the residency status of
suspected illegal immigrants, though 160 Maricopa County Sheriff's deputies also are training
for such duties.

Prop. 100 did not provide additional funding for ICE to hire new investigators, Pena said.

"I just hope that Washington sees those things," he said.

Mitchell countered that Washington, in fact, is the root cause of ICE's expanding duties. 

"Most of the state laws that are coming down are a reaction to the federal government not doing
what we should be doing," he said.

Any immigration reform proposal needs to take a comprehensive approach that would address
border security, as well as deeper into the country's interior. Tucson, the Phoenix metro area
and Las Vegas have become major distribution hubs for Mafia-style drug smugglers and human
traffickers, Mitchell said.
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