Local immigrants fear possible profiling

Latinos worried by other counties' measures
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As two Northern Virginia counties begin to look at what local government can do to battle illegal immigration, some in Charlottesville and Albemarle County’s Latino community say they are fearful those measures could be implemented here. They spoke of widespread anxiety caused by the fear of deportation or racial profiling by local officials.

Appointed and elected officials say, however, that the Charlottesville and Albemarle area is a very different place than Northern Virginia and would have little appetite for such reform.

Prince William County recently embarked on a new, controversial path in trying to find a way to deal with illegal immigration locally. Prince William is trying to figure out how to deny illegal immigrants county services. According to The Washington Post, the county’s elected officials there say illegal immigrants are overcrowding schools and straining county services. County supervisors have instructed Prince William police to verify residency status of anyone in custody who might be an illegal immigrant, although the details of the proposal are still being worked out. Similar measures are being pursued in nearby Loudoun County.

In recent interviews, conducted in Spanish with the help of an interpreter, illegal and legal immigrants in the Charlottesville area said that they have paid greater attention to the news and have become fearful that they could be stopped and questioned, or deported, because of the color of their skin. Some said they felt hope during the recent discussion in U.S. Congress where federal measures were considered that would have legalized many working illegal immigrants. Those measures, however, eventually died.

“I don’t understand,” said Trinidad Torres, sitting in his truck near his mobile home off Berkmar Drive in Albemarle. “Who’s going to wash the dishes? Who’s going to work in the vineyards Agriculture will be lost.”
Torres and others said they pay taxes, contribute to the local economy and fill jobs Americans don’t want to take.

Sandra Gonzalez, who has lived in the U.S. for 12 years, says she fears most of all what will happen to her children if she is deported. In her small mobile home, Gonzalez sat surrounded by stuffed animals, a Spanish New Testament on the coffee table and a child’s physical fitness award on the wall. She said she doesn’t know if her children could adapt to a new country if she were deported.

“If it happens [in Prince William], it could happen here,” she said.

Officials say that the situation in Prince William versus Albemarle and Charlottesville is markedly different, along with the political atmosphere surrounding elected leaders.

The numbers tell part of the story. Prince William has a population of about 370,000, and has seen its Hispanic population increase from about 10 percent of the population in 2000 to about 20 percent of the population in recent years. Charlottesville and Albemarle, with a population of about 131,000 combined in 2005, has a Hispanic population of about 4,500 people, or 3.4 percent of the total population. The Hispanic population increased by 1,400 people between 2000 and 2005, according to Census statistics.

“Its invasion”
Keith Drake, chairman of the Albemarle County Republican Committee, says he thinks enforcing illegal immigration laws on a local level is a good idea given the federal government’s failure to address the issue. He’s not sure, however, if it’s a good idea for Charlottesville or Albemarle.

“It’s not immigration, it’s invasion,” Drake said of the national issue. Locally, however, he said that he has ”no good measure to judge whether it’s a [big enough] problem or not. Government resources are limited and you’ve got to prioritize.”
Charlottesville Mayor David Brown said he doesn’t believe the issue is straining city services and it isn’t something with which the city should get involved.

“I think it’s enriched us as a community to have a larger, vibrant Hispanic population,” Brown said. “I don’t have any concerns about legality and illegality. There’s grinding poverty in other parts of the world and I think it’s natural that people want to come here and make a better life for themselves.”
Albemarle Supervisor Sally H. Thomas also said it would be a bad move for Albemarle to get involved in dealing with illegal immigration.

“I think it would be counter-productive to have local police become immigration enforcers,” she said in an e-mail. “When any group of persons fear the police, they don’t report crimes and then they are in danger of becoming greater targets for crime. When a community has a group of free targets for criminals, it increases the likelihood that there will be more crime, not limited to those targets.”
Requirement woes

David Cattell-Gordon, the assistant director of Albemarle Social Services, said one of the biggest issues facing the department is keeping up with federal requirements.

For example, “there are new federal requirements mandating that localities check children’s rights to access Medicaid health insurance, which can be a difficult and time consuming process,” he said. Also, federal law requires that departments provide access to services in a language they can understand.

“Those kinds of requirements can be cumbersome and complex and the federal government didn’t send us a check,” Cattell-Gordon said. One example, he said, is the 911 call center, which takes many more calls in Spanish and other languages than in year’s past.

“The changes in requirements has added to the work of local departments,” he said. “That’s truer to our circumstances here than exceedingly large numbers [of illegal immigrants].”
The chiefs of both police departments said they don’t want immigration enforcement powers for their officers because their agencies lack the manpower to take on those duties. Charlottesville Police Chief Timothy J. Longo said he is sympathetic to the fact that federal immigration authorities are stretched thin, but his officers don’t have the time or resources to become involved.

“We just don’t have the capacity for it,” Longo said.

Still, that doesn’t mean many aren’t scared.

“They’re very fearful,” said Peter Loach, a co-founder of the group Creciendo Juntos, or Growing Together, which seeks to improve outreach services to the local Latino population. Loach also serves on Gov. Timothy M. Kane’s Latino advisory board.

“What scares me about what is going on in Northern Virginia is there seems to be quite a bit of racism driving it,” Loach said. “Rumors spread quickly and without substance - adding to the feeling of pervasive fear in the community.”
“Rumors run wild,” he said. “Many families may have one person who is here illegally, but they all constantly fear for what might happen to them,” he said.

“That means the whole family is living under that possibility,” he said.

One man, who did not want to be identified, said there are practical implications of policies like those in Prince William.

“What’s going to happen if they all leave?” he asked. “It’s going to be like a ghost town.”
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