Visa Assistance for International Applicants
By Alyssa Sickle, Catholic Volunteer Network Executive Assistant
In a time of ever-changing international relations and policies and uncertain financial stability, accepting international applicants to be volunteers can seem like a daunting project or work not worth the effort. However, not only can international volunteers strengthen the diverse aspects of your program, many international citizens with strong backgrounds and valuable experiences feel called to serve those in need in the United States. In the same way that Americans send volunteers abroad to serve, Christians from around the world are eager to lend a hand to their brothers and sisters in the United States. While recognizing that it may be impractical to invite every inquirer to pursue placement in your program, here are few suggestions to use when an international applicant seems just too valuable to pass by.

General Guidelines
· Whether or not you are up to the task of assisting the applicant with the visa process, much of it must obviously be done by the applicant themselves. If the volunteer opportunity is important to them, they will need to devote time and energy to the process. 

· Applying for and receiving visas can take time. Remind your applicants that this is not a fast process, and that they should not expect an immediate turn-around. The applicant may need to wait three months or longer to receive their visa, depending on their particular situation or country of origin.

· Nationals from thirty-five countries are eligible for visa-free travel under the Visa Waiver Program if coming to the United States for less than ninety days for training or other work that would normally fall under business visa requirements. Residents of Canada, Mexico, and Bermuda are also given similar waivers (although not through the VWP). For more information, visit: http://travel.state.gov/visa/temp/without/without_1990.html. 

What the Program Director Can Do 

· Direct the applicant to the type of visa they will need. For most applicants applying from their native country, they will need either the:

· R-1 (Temporary Religious Worker) visa. The process to secure this visa is longer and more complex, but may be more appropriate for the work the volunteer will be doing. http://travel.state.gov/visa/temp/types/types_1272.html 

· B-1 (Business) visa. A simpler process, which should apply to most situations. http://travel.state.gov/pdf/BusinessVisa.pdf
· Another option is the J (Exchange Visitor) visa, which is managed through the same system as student visas. International students looking to extend their stay in the United States with a temporary volunteer/work position should first explore their eligibility with the J visa: http://travel.state.gov/visa/temp/types/types_1267.html
· Grant the applicant tentative acceptance to your program, on the condition that the visa requirements are met and the visa received.

· Write a sponsorship letter indicating that you have invited the applicant to serve with your program. Guidelines for the letter can be found in the requirements listed on the travel.state.gov websites listed above. For example, the letter for the religious visa will certify that the applicant is a member of the religious denomination with which they will be serving, and contain information about the location and type of work to be done by the volunteer. For a sample letter used for a B-1 visa, visit the Catholic Volunteer Network Resource Library or 


download . 

· For the Religious Worker visa, complete the “Petition for a Nonimmigrant Worker” form to request that the international applicant be permitted to come to the United States to work with your program.

 What the applicant will need to do
· Determine their own eligibility based on the requirements of the U.S. government, and their own country of origin.

· Complete the required application. 

· Visit the local U.S. embassy or consulate to apply for the visa. An interview will be required in most cases. 

· You may request that he or she pay the necessary application fees or reimburse the program for any costs incurred during the application process.

What Catholic Volunteer Network members can do for each other
· If you are unable to accommodate international volunteers, you can help those that inquire about your program to find another option. Potential volunteers can search for programs that accept international applicants in the 2010 RESPONSE Directory (on page 31) and through the online RESPONSE search (under “Visa Requirements”). Dozens of Catholic Volunteer Network member programs are able to accept international applicants, so if your program cannot at this time, consider passing along their information to a program where they may be a good fit.

· Do you have applicants that you’re interested in, but you’re not sure which visa type would be best for the applicant or the work they will be doing? Remember that you can post your question to the Catholic Volunteer Network listserv for answers from your fellow program directors and staff.

Please note: Travel and immigration policies change frequently, and it is likely that you will run into unexpected road blocks along the way. Please visit www.travel.state.gov for the latest information. 
