EA-RP Committee & Department of State Meeting Summary

January 29, 2010

Attendees:
Department of State Representatives
Michelle Bernier-Toth, Director, Office of American Citizen Services 
Suzanne Lawrence, Director, Policy Coordination and Public Affairs

NAFSA Representatives
Janice Mulholland, Assistant Director, Public Policy

Beth Dennis, Senior Coordinator, Professional Practice
Education Abroad Regulatory Practice Committee Representatives
Lynn Elliott, Chair

Courtney Goike, Government Liaison

Ismael Betancourt, Spain Country Coordinator

Susan Lewis, Financial Aid Coordinator
John Jensen, Focus on Conference Content

DeDe Long, Vice President for Public Policy and Practice

Topics Discussed: 
Initiative to Redesign the www.travel.state.gov Website
The State Department is currently preparing for a website redesign.  They are seeking to determine how the information currently presented could better meet the needs of the target audience.  They are seeking to provide for easier navigation, an improved search engine, and a user-friendly feel.  As such, they are currently surveying users randomly to solicit feedback.  NAFSA would be pleased to collect feedback from its members to contribute to website improvements via “Report an Issue” at www.nafsa.org/issuenet.

Dissemination of Safety Information to the Public
The State Department prepares a variety of information to U.S. citizens to help them make educated decisions about travel to countries around the world:

· Country-specific information sheets.  These info sheets are updated at least every six month if larger events and changes do not warrant more frequent revisions.  

· Travel warnings.  The information contained in these warnings always originates from the post in country, going as high as the acting ambassador in that country.  Language is varied, from “Be aware of the risks” to “Do not go to this country.”  Travel warnings would indicate if the DOS is choosing to remove staff members in its own embassies in the country in question.  Like information sheets, travel warnings are reviewed at least every six months, if not sooner.

· Travel alerts (once known public announcements).  Travel alerts provide information about short-term threats within a specific country or region. They are reviewed at least every six months.
· Warden messages.  Emailed information sent to U.S. citizens registered as inhabiting a particular country.  The information contained in these reports receives less review within the State Department, given the need to get these warnings/advisories out to the public quickly.  

Questions: 
Given the circumstances, why has a travel warning not been issued for Mexico?

The Department of State simply could not justify a travel warning for Mexico, given that the insecure areas are so concentrated and other areas of Mexico do not represent the same degree of risk for American travelers.  

How many Americans were in Haiti at the time of the earthquake?

There were an estimated 40,000 to 50,000 Americans in Haiti at the time of the earthquake.  Because so many expatriates do not register with the local Consulate in their host country, it is impossible to know at any given time exactly how many Americans are residing or visiting any particular country.

Students Abroad Website
The site was designed to appeal to a particular demographic.  The information is very similar to what is contained on the travel.state.gov website but the format is designed to appeal to younger Americans.  The site requires maintenance and constant revision.  In the future, it is hoped that the website will be a more integrated part (in terms of the overall look and links) of the standard www.travel.state.gov.  The travel.state.gov website was created in 1994 and given the rapid pace of technological change, the format is considered to be outdated.

In the future, the Department of State would like to provide more information for Americans with disabilities, especially in terms of host country laws and regulations related to access. They are also collecting country-specific information on forced marriages.

Questions: 

The student website is a wonderful resource.  Is there any way the State Department could more openly promote the concept of “student ambassadors”?

Ms. Lawrence, the Director of the Policy Coordination and Public Affairs division within the State Department, concurred that this is an interesting concept that could be brought before the main bureau of public affairs.  

Evacuation of Americans
When the United States evacuates Americans using U.S. government resources (which come from taxpayers), they have an obligation to seek repayment.  Unless the Secretary of State determines that it is simply unfeasible to solicit refunds, they will ask Americans being evacuated to sign a promissory note and agree to pay back the government.  
Student Arrests
Question: If a student has been arrested in a foreign country and leaves the country before following court procedures, will they be denied entry upon returning to the country?
To make sure they don’t get rejected upon arrival at the airport in the host country, the State Department recommended that the individual solicit a visa; that way, they are more secure in knowing that the country has already vetted their entrance into the country and they are less likely to be turned away.
On-Site Orientations for Students
The Department of State Representative reiterated that in-country staff are available to attend on-site orientations.  Junior-level officers are often closer in age to the student population and have an amazing ability to influence student’s perceptions of safety.
