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The main purpose of the Office of Overseas Citizens Services is (as it sounds) to provide services to U.S. citizens abroad, as was the original intent of the first consulate, opened in 1790.

Consular Information Program: travelers can access information about the cities they plan to visit, researching local details, road conditions, entry requirements, etc. 

The program also issues Public Announcements and Travel Warnings. There should be no double-standard in sharing information; officials and the public will be notified alike. 

Emergency Services: Consulates assist with “The Five D’s” that constitute emergencies. 

Death: If an American dies abroad, the consulate will notify next of kin and coordinate funeral services, repatriation of remains, etc. 

Detention: A common reason is drug smuggling. While consulates cannot help travelers get out of jail or provide legal services, they can provide an interpreter, a list of attorneys, and assistance to ensure that one’s rights are not violated. 

Disaster: As with the current situation in Lebanon, the consulates can assist citizens with evacuation.

Disappearance: Consulates can assist with missing person cases.

Destitution: If a traveler is robbed or becomes destitute for other circumstances, consulates can facilitate transfer of funds from the U.S. and, if necessary, provide repatriation loans.  

Emergency services are for U.S. citizens only. Some services may be extended to legal permanent residents on a case by case basis. Non-emergency services may be available to citizens and permanent residents.

Non-emergency Services: These include notary services, assistance with absentee voting, distributing federal benefits such as social security payments for retirees living abroad, assistance with trade and property matters, etc. 
Children’s Issues: International adoption assistance includes providing information about visa requirements and reputable agencies. Consulates also assist in cases of international parental child abductions. 

To study abroad advisors/coordinators: it is recommended that you contact consulates to set up programs for study abroad students, as consular officials are able to give presentations to newly arrived students in the area. Also, register students with the embassy in the city to which they will travel.
(In the U.S.) Call center: 1-888-407-4747 

After hours emergencies: (202) 647-4000

For more information see http://travel.state.gov
Q&A:
Q: In countries with no U.S. embassy, who offers similar services?

A: Depending on the country, another country’s embassy may help. For instance, in Iran the Swiss embassy assists U.S. citizens. However, they are only able to provide assistance in a limited capacity.

Q: What is the timeline for batch uploading of names of travelers in the Online Registration Program? One by one registration is very time-consuming.
A: This program is in development. No specific timeline yet. 

Q: If students have been registered, does this facilitate replacement of a lost passport?

A: Yes. It gives a second piece of evidence. This is also encouraged because it provides information on who to contact in case of emergency.

Q: Is it recommended that travelers register with the embassy for additional in-country travel? Is it a bother?

A: It is not troubling to contact the nearest consulate for local travel information. 

VISAS

The regulations governing visa issuance come from laws passed by congress and are more complicated than the tax code (. Consular officers must take into consideration two sets of priorities and constant adjustments: Secure Borders, Open Doors. They are very aware of the two missions and the challenge of achieving the right balance. 

In issuing a visa, an officer must first determine that the applicant is not a security threat. Second, it must be determined that the applicant meets all eligibility requirements according to law. As required by INA section 214 (b), visa applicants are assumed to have immigrant intent until proving otherwise to the satisfaction of the consular officer. Demonstrating strong ties to one’s home country may include proof of family ties, property, travel history, and well-articulated plans abroad. 

Approximately 35,000 visas are issued per day around the world, seven days a week. Consulate’s hours vary, but some are open Saturdays and Sundays. Each officer interviews about 250 people a day. 

If a visa is denied for lack of evidence of strong ties to the home country, the applicant can re-apply. Each consulate may have a different policy about waiting periods between applications depending on the workload. Also, the applicant will be given a (form) letter noting the reason for the denial. 
The consular officer will evaluate the applicant’s funds, as well as verify English language ability. Generally interviews are conducted in the language of the area, but if item six on the I-20 shows that the applicant has the required English proficiency for the school, the interview will likely be conducted in English. Consular officers do take into account factors such as nerves and proposed field of study. For example, if a prospective student has a high TOEFL score but low verbal skills, and plans to study math, the consular officer will likely be flexible. 

The policies at different posts vary depending on local circumstances and the numbers of people served by the post. Some consulates accept applications from third country nationals (TCN) if they are able to accommodate the numbers. It is universally required that visa applicants must be interviewed in person and be fingerprinted. Consular officers have no ability to waive this requirement.

Q: An exchange visitor visa application has been delayed because they are having to wait for a check from D.C. What is this process? 

A: A temporary refusal under section 221 (g) may occur because the application is missing something or the case requires administrative involvement from D.C. The general turnaround time for a response from D.C. is fourteen days.

Q: The application has been pending for one month. What to do?

A: If it is taking this long, contact the consulate where the application was made. However, the officer there will have little visibility of the mechanisms in D.C. 

Q: What are the specific departments/agencies involved in D.C.?

A: There are up to twenty-six different government parts that may be involved in visa processing. This is a post 9/11 reality. We are not at liberty to give more details.

Q: The Open Doors reports provides statistics on the numbers of college students and scholars. Are similar statistics available for international high school students?

A: These numbers are not being collected. 

Q: We heard that at one time Japanese students were having difficulty getting visas to come to high school in the U.S. Is this true?

A: There is some history of Japanese students having difficulty returning to the Japanese education system after attending high school in the U.S. as the learning styles are very different. There were even schools set up to assist students in transitioning back. There was anecdotal evidence that the students wouldn’t succeed here.
Q: What gives consular officers the authority to make these assumptions?

A: This falls under the 214 (b) section. 
Q: Schools receive mixed messages about contacting consulates. What should we do?

A: The best way to get a message or document to a consular officer is to give it to the student to carry with them. You can also email the consulate, but they do receive many emails, so it is not a consistent form of communication.
Q: Do letters of support help students in their visa applications?

A: Not unless they address information that is relevant to the questions consular officers will ask. Officers are looking for documentation to verify eligibility for the visa—I-20, financial evidence, ties to home country, etc. 
Q: Will J-1 students who have changed status in the U.S. have negative consequences when later applying for the F-1 visa? 

A: One answer (Ryika Hooshangi, attorney): as long as the student has maintained status and been here legally, they will likely not have problems. Another perspective (Peter Van Buren): the process is subjective. Because one of the factor’s considered in the interview may be travel history, as a way to gauge an applicant’s plans to return, this may bring up questions about the strength of ties to the home country.
Q: Has the recent DOS cable regarding student visas affected any changes? (This cable reminds consular officers to look at a student’s immediate academic plans when considering 214 (b), as well as focusing on the student’s visa eligibility, not the school’s reputation).

A: Note that this cable is simply a reminder of current policy and does not reflect policy changes.

Q: Customer service varies among consulates. Can you speak about this?
A: Local citizens are employed by consulates for administrative and other jobs. This presents a management challenge when taking into account different local customs, customer service standards, social hierarchies, etc. David Schensted mentioned that he used to show the Pike Place fish market-inspired corporate training video.
Q: How much can a consular officer see in SEVIS?
A: Not sure—will look into this.

Q: How consistent are the databases at the consulates? Students have encountered delays regarding fingerprint scans. 

A: Everyone uses the same database. Scanned fingerprints are transmitted as part of the electronic name check process. Applicants with very common names may encounter delays, as fingerprint scans generate more possible matches, some of which may be flagged for alerts. 

Q: Can you speak about TCN applications?

A: These vary among consulates depending on workload. For instance: the consulate in Chennai currently has wait times of up to 150 days, and does not process TCN visa applications. Always advise applicants to check with consulates to confirm whether or not they process TCN visa applications. The general advice is to apply in one’s home country because the 214 (b) element is best proved at home. However, some consulates do process high percentages of TCN applications, and there may be less risk at these posts. 
Q: Some students worry about traveling home in the middle of their programs because of concerns about visa delays or denials. Should they be worried?
A: Generally a student in a program should be able to continue his/her studies. Transcripts are highly recommended. 

Q: Is there consistent interpretation of the newly clarified 5-month rule? (Visas are automatically considered invalid after an absence from the U.S. of more than five months without enrollment).

A: Yes. That’s the real deal. The temporary absence concept is taken seriously.

Q: Do expulsions affect students’ ability to return?

A: This depends on the reason for the expulsion.

Q: Does an affidavit of support affect the 214 (b) element? Does having financial support from an American sponsor make it more difficult to prove intent to return home?

A: No. The affidavit will be used to verify financial ability but will not automatically raise questions about immigrant intent.

Q: What if the support comes from other family members living in the U.S.? How does family in the U.S. affect the 214 (b) question?

A: This depends on each situation. If many family members live in the U.S. and none in an applicant’s home country, it may be harder to demonstrate ties to home, but again, there may be other types of documentation the applicant can submit. 

Q: Does the 5-month visa validity rule apply to time spent in the U.S. in another visa status? (For instance, an F-1 might change to an H-1b, then change back to an F-1).

A: No, it does not apply. The unexpired F-1 visa could still be considered valid since the visa-holder has been in the U.S. in a valid, nonimmigrant status.

Q: The 9/11 commission noted the incompatibility of databases among different government agencies. On a scale of one to ten, how far have they come in fixing this problem?

A: Not able to say; this is a work in progress. Privacy issues and agencies’ concerns about what information to share make it a slow process. But, there is certainly more information sharing now.  

Q: If a passport is valid for less than six months into the future, can the passport-holder still travel?

A: Many countries require six months validity on the passports. Read foreign entry requirements before traveling.

Q: There has been some confusion about when students can initially enter to begin their programs. Is it as early as 30 or 45 days before the program start date? We thought it was still 30, but a consular affairs site in Canada said 45.

A: It is still 30 days—the rule has not changed. The change to 45 days has been discussed as a future possibility. 

