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LITTLE ROCK - The director of the Arkansas State Police has sent a letter to federal officials in which he opens the possibility of training state troopers to enforce federal immigration laws.
The letter is a first step that may eventually result in the State Police having a more active role in deporting illegal immigrants. The State Police would have to receive significant additional funding, however, in order for state troopers to take on a greater role in immigration matters.

In the 2005 legislative session, the General Assembly passed Act 907 to authorize the State Police to seek training from federal immigration officials on immigration enforcement. 
The federal government has jurisdiction over immigration, and if it delegated authority to the Arkansas State Police, state troopers would have to be well trained in federal policies.
The sponsors of Act 907 were concerned that state troopers have their hands tied when they stop people whom they suspect to be illegally in the United States. The troopers cannot arrest them for violating immigration laws because they don't have jurisdiction. When troopers notify federal immigration authorities, at times they are told that the federal agency has other priorities.
It may take as long as 18 months for state and federal authorities to iron out the details of an agreement. Funding arrangements must be clarified.

According to its director, the State Police does not have enough manpower to assume additional responsibilities from the federal government.
It is time consuming to determine a person's immigration status and to begin deportation proceedings. Illegal immigrants have to be held in a secure facility, so there are costs for feeding and housing them while they are detained. There are significant transportation costs as well.

Federal immigration officials have signed agreements with five states and 23 local governments. The states are Alabama, Arizona, Colorado, Florida and Georgia.

News of the possible agreement between the State Police and federal immigration authorities came out during a meeting of the Joint Committee on State Agencies and Governmental Affairs. The committee is tallying the costs of providing state services to immigrants, both legal and illegal.
The state Health Department reported spending an estimated $199,000 last year on people who may not have legal documentation. That is a rough estimate because the department does not ask for proof of citizenship. The state Health Department provided maternity care, immunizations and screenings of newborn babies. The department's budget was $199 billion.

The Arkansas Human Services Department estimated spending $9.2 million on undocumented immigrants, out of a total budget of $3.7 billion. Services were provided to 3,500 people without documentation, or about 0.5 percent of the 772,000 people in Arkansas who received some type of service from the department last year.
The state legislature is working on the issue because the U.S. Congress has failed to enact immigration reform. 
