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On Saturday, May 18, 2019, U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS) participated in 
the Federal Bar Association Immigration Law Conference in Austin, TX.  
 
Susan Curda, Central Regional Director, Field Operations, delivered remarks on USCIS field 
operations issues, including backlogs and field initiatives to help reduce backlogs. Her 
remarks are below.  
 
Director Curda’s Remarks 
 
Thank you for your invitation to provide information on U.S. Citizenship and Immigration 
Services (USCIS) activities and initiatives in the Central Region and throughout Field 
Operations Directorate field offices.  
 
USCIS is committed to timely and accurate adjudications. As always, we remain focused on 
process improvement and employee development, while remaining vigilant in combatting 
instances of fraud, abuse, and other activities threatening the integrity of our nation and our 
nation’s lawful immigration system.  
 
Recently, we have been asked about the backlogs in field offices and increasing processing 
times across the country. As many of you know, increased workloads are not a new 
phenomenon in USCIS or legacy INS. Throughout our agency’s history, we have experienced 
ebbs and flows of receipts occasionally resulting in inconsistent processing times from one 
year to the next. Several factors can influence receipt volumes and multiple drivers are 
behind the current increase. I will spend a little time this morning talking about the current 
situation, but plan to focus on what we are doing in the Field Operations Directorate to 
improve the efficiency, quality and timeliness of our adjudications. 
 
First, what are some of the challenges we’ve been facing? Receipt increases – We typically 
expect receipts to increase during years that a new fee structure is announced and in which 
we have a presidential election. Generally, the receipts will decrease significantly the year 
following those events. However, receipts did not decrease in 2017 following the November 
2016 election and December 2016 Fee Rule; instead, they went up 30%. This increase in 
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receipts, coupled with additional interview requirements, have further increased workloads, 
resulting in the volume outpacing the capability of our offices to complete applications 
within our processing time goals. 
 
USCIS has excellent forecasting and staffing models that estimate our resource needs based 
on workload. However, lead time is required to hire and train new staff, and it takes generally 
6 to 12 months to fully train an adjudicator. Even if we could drastically cut those lead times, 
many existing field offices cannot accommodate a large number of additional staff, and 
delivering new space that is ready to occupy generally takes 18 to 36 months.  
 
In spite of these challenges, in 2018, USCIS approved the most naturalizations since FY 2013, 
a five-year high in oaths of citizenship. Since 2016, we have opened three new field offices 
and expanded 10 others to increase application processing capacity. And, in 2018, USCIS 
increased staffing levels by almost 1,300 positions, a 7% increase over 2017. In FY 2019, we 
are authorized an additional 884 positions. During all this hiring, USCIS continues to recruit 
talented people with the goal of employing a highly trained and agile workforce to seamlessly 
adapt to our workloads and technological innovations as we move forward as an agency. 
 
Despite our cadre of skilled immigration services officers and assistants, it was clear that we 
needed to substantially rework our business model in order to become more agile and keep 
pace with our workload. I would like to briefly describe some of our current and future plans 
to address our increased workload, which will focus primarily on new procedures and 
technologies to help improve productivity and make the process more efficient.  
 
Last year, Field Operations Directorate leaders and line employees from all four regions got 
together and crafted new ways to reengineer and modernize our processes. In March 2018, 
USCIS launched the Information Services Modernization Pilot to encourage more individuals 
to use USCIS online information resources (uscis.gov/tools), view general how-to 
information, and resolve case status inquiries. USCIS determined that 75% of all Infopass 
appointments were for cases status updates or to change an address. Now, instead of taking 
time off work, seeking childcare and transportation in order to come in for a face-to-face 
meeting at a USCIS field office, individuals can get answers to all of their questions through 
our online resources.  
 
Individuals who cannot find needed information online may still contact the USCIS Contact 
Center by phone, email, or live chat. With the implementation of Information Services 
Modernization, individuals no longer have to search for available time slots on InfoPass – the 
USCIS Contact Center will create an appointment for them if one is needed. At our five initial 
pilot field offices, the program reduced the average wait time for an appointment from 11 
days to 5 days. We have now expanded to approximately 50 offices. By reducing in-person 
traffic by 70% at field offices, we’ve been able to reassign 70% of the officers at the counters 
to adjudicative duties. Expanding the program to all field offices nationwide will help us 
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adjudicate benefit requests more efficiently and effectively by ensuring that officer resources 
are focusing primarily on conducting interviews and rendering decisions, yet still providing 
only critical in-person assistance. By leveraging USCIS Contact Center resources and online 
tools to resolve general inquiries, the program allows USCIS to better align our resources to 
address the increased demand for in-person interviews and will help us to advance our goal 
of reducing processing times.  
 
The Field Operations Directorate is also piloting new methodologies to realign field office 
workloads to build capacity for increased interviews. I am excited to highlight this new 
initiative that we are piloting because I have been involved with it since its inception. USCIS 
recognized that some parts of the interview process could be segmented and that we could 
transition more pre-, post- and non-adjudicative work to non-adjudicators. In Detroit, 
Atlanta, Portland and Boston we are piloting the segmented business process for N-400s. 
Non-adjudicative officers manage identity processing, and immigration services officers, who 
were previously working at the information counter, are now administering the English and 
civics tests. Segmenting the process in this way allows our experienced adjudicators to focus 
on the interview and saves time overall for the applicant. Atlanta and Detroit have 
experienced 10%-11% increases in productivity.  
 
Finally, the Field Operations Directorate is realigning regional, district and field offices within 
the United States to streamline management structures, balance resources and improve 
overall mission performance and service delivery. We last realigned our field structure in 
2006. Changes in workload and workforce distribution since that time have caused the 
current structure to become imbalanced. Two regions are substantially larger than the other 
two regions and the largest districts have workforces several times the size of the smallest 
districts. This imbalance has created differing levels of capacity and resilience, contributed to 
inconsistencies in expectations for managers and frontline personnel, and created variances 
in processing times. We will realign the 86 existing field offices under 16 (instead of the 
current 24) district offices. This will result in similar workloads and staffing levels across 
districts and regions and help provide for more consistent processing times. The realignment 
will be effective in fiscal year 2020. 
 
The Field Operations Directorate is continually striving to develop and envision new ideas 
and practices to make the immigration process more efficient, while also strengthening our 
national security and vetting requirements. The initiatives I mentioned earlier are exciting 
and innovative, and we will continue to combine work solutions and technological advances 
to bring a significant positive impact to our mission at USCIS.   
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