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Government Q & A with U.S. Dept. of State, and Customs and Border Protection

Chair: Robin Catmur, GRAC, NAFSA Regulatory Ombudsperson, Region XI

Presenters: 

Vincent Beirne, Deputy Director, Office of Legislation, Regulations and Advisory Assistance, Visa Services, Bureau of Consular Affairs

Gary J. Belanger, Officer, Customs and Border Protection


Ivana Hrga-Griggs, Assistant Director, Harvard International Office, NAFSA Consular Issues point person


David Elwell, Director, International Students and Scholars Office, Brandeis University, Chair, NAFSA's Regulatory Ombuds Committee
Session Outline:
1. Welcome and introductions
2. Presentation – Dept. of State
· See powerpoint presentation

· In addition:

· SAO’s – Updates and numbers – avg. time to clear – 42 days for Donkey’s; aim for within 30 days. Mantis’s (48 months for F’s)(24 months for H and J) 6 to 8 weeks to clear avg,  Inquire if waiting after 6 weeks

· Increase in wait times over the summer from backlog, and increase in numbers of clearances.

· Ten-print collection at all Consulates

· PIMS: no I-797 now needed for visa app, but will need the receipt number from applicant

· Interview waivers – if ten-prints on record, then more flexibility in requiring interview (generally within 12 months of when old visa expired; same type, and same Consulate)

· Pilots for online applications; started with diplomatic corps for A or G visas.  DS-160 is new online form – intro’d in April 08 in two posts in Mexico; now Montreal and Vancouver; also unified appointment system will be implemented in the next few months.
3. Q & A – 15 minutes

Notes:
· Visa numbers issued are up from last year – see slides for details
· Guidance on an NSEERS registrant, who failed to have a departure interview: upon their next entry, they may be sent to secondary but should be given a chance to explain or rebut the unregistered departure.

· No interview for a visa application is generally required if:

· Same visa classification application is being made at the same consulate previously used, within 12 months of the old visa expiration date

· The person has ten print fingerprints on file.

· The person is not from a country that is deemed to be a state sponsor of terrorism by the U.S.

· Security Advisory Opinion requests (SAO’s)

· For terrorism concerns (DONKEY takes about 42 days to clear, and CONDOR about 3 days)

· Export of sensitive goods/technology/information (MANTIS takes 6 to 8 weeks to clear).  Note there is an extended validity of the MANTIS clearance as follows: For F’s – 48 months, and for H’s and J’s – 24 months.

· The visa office will try to secure clearances in under 30 days, and will expedite F, M and J clearances.

· If pending more than 30 days, advisors can inquire by emailing the new fmjvisas@state.gov email address or by phone at: 1-202-663-1225.  If you do not get any assistance, try entering the case in IssueNet Get Liaison Help, and also Report an Issue, so we can track for advocacy all visa app problems.
· Policy updates:

· MRV fee increase (last one was to $131.00 to help pay for FBI clearances) (State Department is charged by the FBI for doing security clearances)

· Legislation would add $2.00 per application for a limited period of two years.  This is part of the Victims of Trafficking Act.

· Ten-prints are now required at all U.S. cConsulates

· Use of PIMS since November 2007 for H, L, O, P and Q cases. Consulates can see case approvals in PIMS, and may not need the I-797 approval notice.  Advisors should still send extra copies of I-129apps for extensions or changes of status, with a bright-colored note asking to forward it to PIMS for data entry.  If a case is not found in PIMS, it usually can be resolved in about 48 hours.

· Web-based visa application form – DS-160 – has now been expanded to Montreal, Vancouver, and Nuevo Laredo. This will eventually be implemented at all Consulates, replacing the DS-156, DS-157, and DS-158. It will allow SAO’s to be filed before the actual visa interview.  Next pilots will be expanded to Europe, Asia and Latin America

· Coming: Unified appointment system and online fee payments

· The FAM has been updated with all cables and memos.  Mr. Bierne thought that there might be additional clarification or changes on the requirement for an F student to have to get a new visa iof he or she had departed the U.S. for more than five months, but was returning to the same school, with a still valid visa.  He could not confirm it at the conference though, and will update us.

· CBP responses:  

· Frontline officers do not usually refer to SEVIS screens, although Secondary Inspection officers might.

· They have never seen evidence of a flag removal from a SEVIS record (but may not be aware of it if they do not track the same student coming in repeatedly?)

· They like to see travel signatures that are less than a year old – “the more recent  the better”.
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