
Statistics rile critics of federal immigration program 
Most detained under Secure Communities have scant or no criminal records, 
data show. 
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Nearly 200 immigrants have been detained in Iowa in the past year under a federal 

enforcement program that the Obama administration is currently reviewing. 

Called Secure Communities, the three-year-old program was designed to expand an existing 

information-sharing program between local and federal law enforcement. 

Fingerprints of people booked in a local jail were previously run only through the FBI’s criminal 

database. Under Secure Communities, fingerprints are also now checked against a federal 

immigration database. 

Critics of the program say it ensnares too many people who either have no prior criminal 

convictions or have been convicted of lesser crimes. Others, though, applaud the program 

because it encourages cooperation between local and federal law enforcement and helps 

identify and deport illegal immigrants. 

“Secure Communities appealed to us because everybody’s fingerprinted, regardless of race, 

nationality, or anything else,” said Polk County Sheriff Bill McCarthy. 

The immigration debate in Iowa reached a boiling point following a 2006 immigration raid on a 

Swift & Co. meatpacking plant in Marshalltown, and a 2008 raid on the Agriprocessors kosher 

meatpacking plant in Postville. 

But the discussion has cooled since the Obama administration shifted its enforcement strategy 

away from high-profile workplace raids. 

No reliable measure exists on the number of illegal immigrants who live in Iowa. However, the 

population has stagnated in recent years, reflecting a national trend, said University of 

Northern Iowa professor Mark Grey, who studies the state’s immigrant populations. 

The percentage of illegal immigrants in Iowa has likely decreased in recent years, because the 

average age of the Hispanic population keeps dropping, he said. 



Nearly 4 percent of Iowa’s population is foreign born, well below the national average of 12 

percent, according to census data. The measure is the most reliable indicator of the number of 

immigrants in Iowa, Grey said. 

Nationally, 55 percent of 277,826 immigrants detained nationwide under Secure Communities 

had two or fewer misdemeanors on their record or no prior criminal convictions, federal data 

show. 

In Iowa, where Secure Communities has been active in Polk County for a year, about 62 

percent of 182 immigrants detained either had two or fewer misdemeanors on their record or 

no prior convictions. The program is now in 13 Iowa counties. 

“Obviously, that’s a very troubling statistic,” said David Leopold, a Cleveland-based 

immigration attorney and the former president of the American Immigration Lawyers 

Association in Washington, D.C. “It should be consistent across the country.” 

Policy shift 

The Obama administration in August, responding to growing criticism of federal immigration 

policy, announced it would review the cases of about 300,000 immigrants in deportation 

proceedings. 

New cases will also be evaluated under a new strategy which, like the stated goal of Secure 

Communities, prioritizes the deportation of those convicted of serious or violent crimes. 

Top administration officials have said the new criteria will not offer a path to citizenship for 

illegal immigrants. 

Advocates hope the government will delay or drop deportation hearings against students and 

workers in favor of new high-priority targets. 

One of those detained in Iowa under the Secure Communities program is Diego Alvarez, 20, of 

Marshalltown, who was arrested after a night of drinking with friends. 

Alvarez, a church volunteer, community activist and college student who was sneaked into the 

United States by his mother when he was a toddler, didn’t have any blemishes on his record. 

Alvarez said his court date remains set for Oct. 11 in Des Moines. 



The events that led to Alvarez’s deportation hearing offer a stark contrast to how immigration 

enforcement has shifted under the Obama administration. 

Federal agents, with guns drawn, detained Alvarez’s mother in a headline-grabbing 2006 

immigration raid at the Swift meatpacking plant in Marshalltown. Alvarez was arrested five 

years later in much quieter fashion — sitting in the backseat of a friend’s car after a night of 

drinking. 

Early on March 15, one of Alvarez’s intoxicated friends urinated at the door of a night club. 

Local police responded to the routine call and arrested the group. 

Deportations like the one Alvarez faces have been carried out with much less fanfare, though 

they have increasingly drawn the ire of Latinos and immigrant advocates. 

“Instead of doing these mass raids, they’re doing what are basically mass raids in a quieter 

way,” Alvarez said. “They give it this cute little name, and people don’t think twice about it.” 

Criticism mounts 

Advocates, law enforcement officials and politicians in states such as Illinois, New York, 

Massachussetts and California amped up their criticisms of Secure Communities this year. 

They say the program sparks fear of local police, invites racial profiling and creates the 

potential for a variety of civil liberties abuses such as prolonged detention without criminal 

charge. 

Others, like Gov. Terry Branstad, support the program. 

"I support this program and believe it encourages needed cooperation between the federal and 

state governments on this very important issue," Branstad said. 

Last month in Marshalltown, about 100 people — including Alvarez’s sister — attended a 

public meeting with the Marshall County sheriff to voice similar concerns. In May, advocates 

met with McCarthy, the Polk County sheriff. 

The Obama administration created a task force in June to review Secure Communities, and 

has instructed federal agents and prosecutors to focus on those with criminal records. 

But immigrants and their advocates have walked out of public hearings in Chicago, Los 

Angeles and Arlington, Va., hosted by the task force. 



Leopold said it’s too early to pass judgment on the program, because officials have said they 

are reviewing policies. 

An ICE official also said it’s too early to draw any conclusions about the program in Iowa 

because of the small sample size. Secure Communities has been implemented in about half 

the counties and jurisdictions in the U.S., with nationwide deployment scheduled for 2013. 

Gary Mead, ICE’s assistant director for enforcement and removal operations, said the program 

also focuses on those who pose no public safety threat, such as those already ordered 

deported and who have been deported more than once. 

“I think part of what we hear when people criticize Secure Communities is not really a criticism 

of Secure Communities,” he said. “I think it’s a criticism of our immigration laws. And there we 

have great commonality with the people who criticize Secure Communities.” 

The Obama administration and the heads of ICE and the Department of Homeland Security 

have publicly supported immigration law reform. 

Program mandatory 

Churches and other community organizations have had to take care of children whose mothers 

have been deported under Secure Communities, while victims of domestic abuse and 

witnesses to crimes have refused to come forward for fear of deportation, said Sandra 

Sanchez, director of the American Friends Service Committee’s Immigrants Voice Project in 

Iowa. 

She was among a group of advocates who attended a meeting in May with McCarthy, the Polk 

County sheriff, to voice concerns about the program. 

“This is having a chilling effect on our communities,” she said. 

This is a frequent complaint in other parts of the country. ICE officials said they have found no 

evidence of illegal immigrants being detained for reporting domestic abuse or being a witness 

to a crime. 

McCarthy told the group that law enforcement has no choice but to join Secure Communities, 

because the program is mandatory. To opt out would also require law enforcement to lose 

access to an FBI criminal database, officials said. 



McCarthy said he supports the program because it runs everyone’s fingerprints through the 

immigration database, regardless of race. 

Despite the statistics, he said he believes assurances from federal officials that the program 

will focus on those guilty of serious or violent crimes. 

But McCarthy said he also understands people’s concerns about the program, and the tragic 

impact the nation’s immigration policies can have on families. 

“We had a lady before (Secure Communities) started who was tagged to be deported. There 

were seven kids out in the lobby crying, and it ripped your heart out,” he said. “Say any damn 

thing that you want, but the truth is there’s a human dimension. I just want to make sure what 

we do is reality-based, fair and equitable across the board.” 

After his arrest, Diego Alvarez received a temporary work visa while he waited for his October 

deportation hearing. He had previously filed paperwork to obtain residency, so the primary 

impact of his arrest was to move his court date up several months. 

In the meantime, he is working construction jobs around the Midwest for an Iowa-based 

company, he said in a phone interview from a construction site in North Dakota. 

He said he’s both eager and nervous for his court hearing, because he has been living in a 

legal limbo for most of his life. 

“I’m just keeping my head up until my court date,” he said. “Until then, I’m kind of sweating it. 

Hopefully everything does work out.” 

Reporter Jens Manuel Krogstad was one of 15 national fellows chosen this year to 

attend a special training program in Oklahoma and Texas called "Immigration in the 

Heartland." Sponsored by the Institute for Justice and Journalism and the University of 

Oklahoma's Gaylord College of Journalism and Mass Communication, the fellowships 

aim to educate journalists on a wide range of issues surrounding immigration. 

 



 


