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BATON ROUGE -- The author of three bills criminalizing harboring illegal immigrants and illegally transporting them into and around the state withdrew his measures Wednesday after the Roman Catholic bishops of Louisiana expressed opposition to them.

But Rep. Brett Geymann, R-Lake Charles, said he will bring the bills back in the next week or two after trying to work out a compromise with lobbyists for the Louisiana Catholic Conference of Bishops and other social action agencies in the church.

"We will be back," Geymann said after leaving the meeting. "We will try to tighten it up. . . .But they are going to oppose it any way." He said he suspected the bills would be controversial but said no one had spoken to him before the bills came up in the House Committee on the Administration of Criminal Justice on Wednesday.

The first bill in the package, House Bill 26, drew the immediate opposition of bishops conference lobbyist Danny Loar, and the Rev. Tom Greene, S.J., an attorney and fellow of the Jesuit Social Research Institute at Loyola University.

Asked after leaving the committee if there was a compromise opponents could accept, Greene said, "We are open to dialog."

Loar said the Catholic bishops support "comprehensive immigration reform" at the federal level. "What we do not support is legislation that takes the form of enforcement-only policies which neither upholds the dignity of each individual nor seeks to address the issue of immigration as a whole," he said. "The church never supports breaking the law."

Loar said the bishops feel that just writing tougher laws raises "anxieties, fears and concerns which translate into discrimination, xenophobia and anti-immigrant bigotry." He said state laws that tackle immigration may "feel-good but it won't stand up in court" as constitutional.

Geymann said his bill was designed after legislation that has already been enacted in Georgia, Colorado, Oklahoma and Arizona. He said that to be considered a crime the person who transports an allegedly illegal immigrant must know the individual is in the state illegally or show "reckless disregard" for that fact.

The bill calls for a penalty of up to one year in jail, a $1,000 fine or both.

"This takes away the incentive to bring illegals" into the state, Geymann said.

Rep. Damon Baldone, D-Houma, said in the wake of the 2005 hurricanes the state needs all the workers it can get. He said the bill may penalize someone who is driving an immigrant to get a visa renewed.

Greene said that other laws can be enforced to do what Geymann wants to do such as enforcement of human trafficking statutes. "This bill will tear apart families and criminalize families," he said. "There are lots and lots of problems with this bill."

The other two bills Geymann put off after getting opposition on his first one were House Bill 25 which calls for the verification of an arrestee's citizenship status; and House Bill 24 which makes it a crime to "harbor an illegal alien."
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