
WASHINGTON, DC 20510 

April 16, 2020 

The Honorable Michael R. Pompeo 
Secretary of State 
U.S. Depa1t ment of State 
2201 C Street, N.W. 
Washington, D.C. 20520 

The Honorable Chad Wolf 
Acting Secretary of Homeland Secmity 
3801 Nebraska Ave, N.W. 
Washington, D.C. 20016 

Secretary Pompeo and Acting Secretary Wolf: 

We write to ask the Depa1tments of State and Homeland Secmity to take immediate action to 
ensme that refugees and Special Immigrant Visa (SIV) recipients approved for resettlement in 
the United States are not needlessly ha1med amidst this growing COVID-19 pandemic. 
Specifically, we urge you to exercise yom discretion, consistent with each of your Depaitment's 
policies, to automatically extend the validity periods of all approved special immigrant visas and 
other refugee-related documents during the comse of this crisis. 

Refugees are among the most vulnerable populations dming this global COVID-19 pandemic. 
Refugees often live in over-crowded camps or mban slums with little to no access to medical 
care or basic necessities like soap and rnnning water. 1 SIV recipients - many of whom have 
risked their lives assisting the U.S. milita1y in combat zones - are similarly vulnerable to the 
impacts of this crisis.2 Now, many refugees and SIV recipients approved forresettlement in the 
U.S. have been left in agonizing limbo as COVID-19 has resulted in abrupt and indefinite travel 
restrictions, including the cancellation of flights around the world. 3 

Therefore, for refugees and SIV recipients approved for travel to the U.S., we urge you to 
automatically extend the validity periods of approved visas, parole and reentiy pemlits, refugee 
ti·avel documents, security checks, and any other essential documents necessaiy for ently into the 
U.S. until all Presidential Proclamations restricting travel to the U.S. are rescinded and there has 

1 Hannah Beech and Ben Hubbard, "Unprepared for the Worst: World' s Most Vulnerable Brace for Vim s," N.Y. 
Times, March 26, 2020, https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/26/world/asia/coronavims-refugees-camps
bangladesh.html. 
2 Afgha1tista11 is bracing for a large outbreak amid widespread returns of Afghan refugees in Iran; U.S. troops in 
Afghanistan rep011 widespread COVID-19 symptoms. Agitieszka Pikulicka-W ilczewska, "'We're not ready': 
coronavilus looms over the fragile Afghan health system," The Guardian, March 30, 2020, 
https://v.rww.thegua.rdian.com/global-development/2020/mar/30/were-not-ready-coronavilus-looms-over-the-fragile
afghan-health-system; Paul D. Shinkman, "U.S. Quarantines Troops in Afghanistan Antid Coronavil1.1S Fallout," 
U.S. News and World Repo1t , March 19, 2020, https://www.t1S11ews.com/news/national-news/aiticles/2020-03-
19/us-quarantines-troops-in-afghattistan-amid-coronavilus-fallout. 
3 Maya Rao, "Refugees in Limbo as Flights Canceled," Star-Tribune, Mai·ch 26, 2020, 
https://v.rww.staitribune.com/refugees-i11-limbo-as-flights-canceled/569059002/. 
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been reasonable time for these individuals to travel to the U.S. Refugees and SIV recipients have 
all gone through an exhaustive, time-consuming process to satisfy all requirements for admission 
to the U.S.4 Allowing their visas and documents to expire because of COVID-19 related travel 
restrictions and inte1ruptions - and thus compelling them to go through the arduous process of 
reapplying - would be burdensome and unnecessa1y, causing them renewed hardship. 

Indeed, the State Department's Foreign Affairs Manual states that visas can be extended or 
replaced when an individual is not able to utilize a visa during its validity for "reasons beyond 
the applicant's control and for which the applicant is not responsible" -precisely the situation 
we are facing today. 5 The Depa11ment of Homeland Security' s U.S. Citizenship and Immigration 
Services (USCIS) similarly possesses the discretion to extend the validity of documents for those 
"affected by a natural catastrophe or other extreme situation. " 6 

Therefore, we strongly urge your departments to immediately and broadly exercise this 
discretion - without requiring any additional filings, applications, or fees - to automatically 
extend the validity periods of all approved visas, refugee travel documents, security checks, and 
other essential documents for refugees and SIV recipients until all Presidential Proclamations 
restricting travel to the U.S. are rescinded and there has been reasonable time for these 
individuals to travel to the U.S. 

Taking this action would be a small but impo11ant step to ensure that the United States leads by 
example in keeping its promises to refugees and SIV recipients already vetted and approved for 
resettlement in our country, and prevent fui1her ha1m to these pa11icularly vulnerable 
populations. 

We look forward to your response. 

?!::: µ6 
United States Senator 

James Lankford 
United States Senator 

4 See, e .g., Rupa Senoy, Families in limbo as refugee resettlement is suspended due to COVID-19, PRI, March 20, 
2020, https://www.pri.org/stories/2020-03-30/families-li.mbo-refugee-resettlement-suspended-due-covid-l 9. 
5 Foreign Affairs Manual, 9 FAM 504.10 https://fam.state.gov/fa.m/09FAM/09FAM050410.html. 
6 USCIS, Special Situations, last updated Oct.25.2019. https://www.uscis.gov/lm.manitarian/special-situations. 
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The Honorable Patrick Leahy 
United States Senate 
Washington, DC 20510 

Dear Senator Leahy: 

May 14, 2020 

U.S. Department of Homeland Security 
U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services 
Office of !he Direc/or (MS 2000) 
Washington. DC 20529-2000 

U.S. Citizenship 
and Immigration 
Services 

Thank you for your April 16, 2020 letter. The Acting Secretary has asked that I respond 
on his behalf. 

The Department of Homeland Security (DHS) has no greater responsibility than ensuring 
the safety and security of our country. Responding to the pandemic requires everyone to work 
within rapidly changing, complex circumstances that create a variety of situations and conditions 
unique to individuals and communities. 

We recognize that there are immigration-related challenges that individuals, employers, 
and others face as a direct result of the national emergency. We carefully analyze these issues 
and leverage our resources to effectively address these challenges within our existing authorities. 
DHS continues to act to protect the American people and our communities and is considering a 
number of policies and procedures to improve the employment opportunities of U.S. workers 
during this pandemic. 

It is important for us to emphasize that U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services 
(USCIS) continues to accept and process petitions and applications for immigration benefits. 
Our primary goal is to ensure the safety of the public and our employees as the situation evolves. 
Therefore, we have temporarily suspended routine in-person services at our offices. Importantly, 
however, our workforce continues to perform mission-essential duties that do not involve face
to-face contact with the public, and we provide emergency services for certain situations. 

Our website and outreach efforts provide guidance, resources, and information to the 
public on the actions and policies we are implementing through these uncertain times. As we 
announced in our public-facing website, several options are available to nonimmigrants to extend 
or change their status due to extraordinary circumstances related to COVID-19. Our website 
also addresses special situations, including natural disasters and extreme situations. For policy 
updates, operational changes, and COVID-19 information, please visit uscis.gov/coronavirus. 

While Congress has granted DHS extensive statutory authority, it has also prescribed 
specific statutory limitations regarding many nonimmigrant visa programs, including in relation 
to extensions of status. I should note that when similar concerns arose in the aftermath of the 
9/11 terrorist attacks, Congress passed legislation providing relief to impacted legal aliens. 
Section 422 of the "Uniting and Strengthening America by Providing Appropriate Tools 
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Required to Intercept and Obstruct Terrorism (USA PATRIOT ACT) Act of2001," Pub. L. No. 
107-56, provided automatic extensions of status, but only to those nooimmigrants lawfully 
present in the United States on September 1, 2001 who had been disabled as a result of the 
terrorist attacks ( and family members). Such aliens could "remain lawfully in the United States 
in the same nonimmigrant status until the later of ... the date such ... status otherwise would 
have terminated ... or 1 year after ... the onset of disability .... " For those lawfully present 
nonimmigrants who had not been disabled, Congress provided only that "if the alien was 
prevented from filing a timely application for an extension or change of nonimmigrant status as a 
direct result of a specified terrorist activity, the alien's application shall be considered timely 
filed if it is filed not later than 60 days after it otherwise would have been due." The House of 
Representatives passed similar legislation on a bipartisan basis by voice vote in the aftermath of 
Hurricane Katrina. See H.R. 3827, the "Immigration Relief for Hurricane Katrina Victims Act of 
2005." 

Thank you for your letter and interest in this important matter. Senator James Lankford, 
who cosigned your letter will receive a separate, identical response. Should you require any 
additional assistance, please have your staff contact the USCIS Office of Legislative and 
Intergovernmental Affairs at (202) 272-1940. 

Sincerely, 

Joseph Edlow 
Deputy Director for Policy 




