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Abstract
The purpose of this study was to determine whether the selected sample agreed with the following hypothesis: “limitations and backlogs in current U.S. immigration laws and processes result in long separations causing social and economic damage to the nuclear family of U.S. citizens and legal permanent residents who have family residing abroad. While family members wait for years to reunite, billions of U.S. dollars are being sent overseas to financially support those waiting for visa approval.” Questionnaires were designed and distributed as well as personal interviews conducted to gather the data needed for this study. A sample of this study consisted of thirty six responses and three informal interviews. The results received were thoroughly analyzed and found in agreement with the hypothesis: limitations in current U.S. immigration laws cause long family separations and therefore social and economic damage. Several solutions to reduce the existing problem were presented.  
Limitations
As Table 1 shows, the questionnaire was handed or e-mailed to 25 potential respondents including the founder of the Unite Families organization (discussed in Introduction section) who forwarded the questionnaire to 760 members of the organization.  Total of 42 responses were received. Six of them were not used in this study because the respondents either did not meet one of the criteria listed in the Method section, did not answer to all of the questions or the questionnaires were not received in time for analysis (missed the due date). 
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Table 1
The following were the anticipated reasons for a low response turnover:

· Recipients were not willing to share personal information (especially undocumented residents);

· Recipients did not see the importance of the study nor thought it could change anything;

· Recipients did not open or read emailed material;

· Recipients did not have time or desire to fill out questionnaire;

· Recipients with limited English language did not understand what was being asked;

· Other, unknown reasons. 
Results and Conclusions
The generalizations for this study were based on a population sample. The sample was selected randomly and represents U.S. immigrant population. Data collected was consistent, the responses received were very similar; therefore, the study is reliable. The instruments used for data collection accomplished the objectives of the study and are valid. Due to time and money limitations, the results of the study were processed manually and are objective and as accurate as possible. For internal consistency, a single questionnaire was used for this study. In addition, three informal interviews were conducted with individuals born in three different countries: Russia, Somalia, and Estonia.  

Place of Birth, Age and immigration history and status in the U.S.
As shown in Table 2 below, respondents to the questionnaire represent native-born individuals of 4 continents, with the majority being from Europe (36%) and Asia (44%). Numbers in the table represent the total number of respondents (not percentage).  [image: image2.emf]Number of Respondents by Place of Birth
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Table2
Following is Table 3, which places respondents in separate age groups by gender. Half of the respondents (male and female) fall in the 26-36 age group and another 28% are in the age group of 36 to 45. This indicates that majority of those who have faced or are currently facing the family separation issue (due to the U.S. immigration laws and processes) are in their late twenties to early forties. 
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Table 3
Next is Table 4, which shows the number of years that respondents have lived in the United States. 47% of the respondents have lived in the U.S. between 1 to 3 years, 28% have lived 4 to 9 years, 14% have lived 10-14 years and 11% have lived 15 and more years. Based on this, it is determined that the family separation issue was or is present among those who have lived in the country for a fewer number of years being those respondents are still in the process of getting permanent immigrant status for themselves or their family members. In addition, those who have lived in the U.S. for 10 or more years have typically faced this issue in the past. 
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Table 4

Current U.S. immigration status of the respondents was also indicated. In addition to a specific U.S. immigration status selection choice (such as refugee, work visa holder, etc.), ‘other’ option was given for those who did not fall in neither of the presented categories. As results in the following table indicate, all of the individuals who responded currently hold a legal status in the U.S.  The majority of them (54%) hold permanent resident status (also known as Green Card holders).   This group of respondents has pending cases with the United States Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS) for their immediate families, such as spouse or children.  Only 3% of the represented immigrants hold work visa.  The inability to easily bring family members to the United States while on work visa makes it harder for the U.S. companies to attract professionals they need. Therefore, the U.S. does not get an opportunity to receive valuable contributors to the national economy. Moreover, workers who have immediate families abroad and do choose to come to the U.S. may be less productive if they are forced to go through long separation periods. Eventually, they might give up and move back to their native countries or countries that have family-friendlier immigration laws.

[image: image5.emf]Students

11%

Work Visa

3%

Permanent 

Residents

54%

U.S. Citizens

8%

Refugee

11%

Pending for PR 

Approval

13%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

Current Immigration Status of the Respondents


Table 5

Separation and Travel Frequency 

It is important to determine why there are legal immigrants in the U.S. who after years of living in this country, working and paying taxes still are not able to visit with their families abroad. A personal interview was conducted with a gentleman from Russia named Viktor. He told me of how his immigration case has been dragging for almost fifteen years.  Since relocation (when he arrived to the United States, he initially settled in New York then later moved to Columbus, OH) the correspondence from the U. S. Department of Immigration was lost; when he checked in with the Immigration office to follow up on his case, it was too late to do anything.  He was told that because he failed to show for an appointment his case was discarded and moved to the archives. He was allowed to continue living and working in the U.S. legally; however, any international traveling could jeopardize his return to a country he now calls home. 

Back in Russia lives his twenty-one year old daughter. Twice she attempted to request a visitor’s visa to visit her father whom she has not seen for as long as he has been living in the United States: fifteen years. However, both times she was denied the entry.  The explanation given by the U.S. Ambassador: she was too young and did not have enough ties (property, money in the bank account, job that would be not worth loosing) to ensure her proper return to Russia. The fact that she was a student in a prestigious University in Saint Petersburg was not enough. When asked when he hoped to see her again, he said he had no idea. It was all in the Immigration Officials’ hands.


It is not rare that family members living outside of the U.S. are denied travel visas to come visit. Study shows that 25% of respondents have relatives who have applied for a travel visa but were denied, while 42% have not applied at all. During the informal interviews, some of the reasons for not applying were determined: the cost of visa application (just to apply costs a lot of money, especially for those in the Third World or developing countries) and low rate of approved visas by the U.S. Embassies. In some cases the individuals are not eligible for travel visas; mostly, this is the case among those who have petitioned for a permanent status in the U.S. due to the marriage to a U.S. citizen or permanent resident.   

As this study shows, 67% of the respondents have immediate family members (spouses and/ or children) living abroad currently. 87.5% of these cases are a direct result of the limitations and backlogs in current U.S. immigration laws and processes. All but one out of 36 respondents says they have extended family members living abroad. Everybody else has one or more from the following living abroad: parents, grandparents, brothers and/or sisters, cousins, uncles and/or aunts. The table in Appendix A was taken from the National Immigration Forum’s website and explains the wait periods for the approval of applications for the immediate and extended family members. The table also shows the total number of those visas available annually. As of January 2005, just to bring a minor child of a U.S. citizen or a spouse of a legal permanent resident, took 4 years and more. Today’s statistics show that this process can take five and more years.
Further, 6% of the respondents have been separated from their family members for more than 10 years as a result of the U.S. immigration laws. Additionally, 19% of all the respondents stated that neither they nor their family members could travel abroad or come visit them in the U.S. during the application process. Out of those 72% who said they could travel overseas, 31% travels to their native country several times a year, another 31% travels once a year, and 38% travels once every few years.
In some cases, like that of the 28 year old refugee from Somalia who gave a personal interview on this issue they will hardly ever be able to visit their families abroad. This lady, Hanna, came to the U.S. as a refugee running away from a war and political instability in her native country. To get her permanent residency under refugee status she gave up her citizenship and privileges of visiting Somalia.  Fortunately, she has siblings living all over the world who can travel to the U.S. to visit her; however, she says, those visits are not frequent enough. As for the family who remains in Somalia, like her parents, a short trip to the U.S. costs them the amount of dollars that would normally last for a year or so. The interviewee is still waiting for her permanent resident status to be approved; therefore, she herself cannot travel abroad.
In another personal interview with a 29 year old, Nastia, from Estonia, the interviewee shared that she has not seen her three baby girls for four years. The youngest is four and a half and the oldest is 8 and a half now. Nastia and her husband left Estonia four years ago and have not gone back since. The three girls are being raised by the couple’s parents. Nastia said that when the Soviet Union fell in 1991, the residents of Estonia could choose between Estonian and Russian citizenship. For those who have lived there their entire lives, an obvious choice was Estonian citizenship. To the surprise of many residents of this country, not everyone could get the Estonian citizenship- only those who could prove to have deep roots in this country (e.g. grandparents or immediate family had to be Estonian citizens prior Soviet occupation in 1941). So, Dimitri, Nastia’s husband, who was born in Russia and has lived in Estonia since he was 2, was denied Estonian passport. Instead, he was given an Alien passport, which expired during their stay in the United States. As a result, when he attempted to renew it, he was denied due to his absence from Estonia (he applied while living in the U.S.). Nastia and Dimitri then applied for refugee status, bur the process has been taking longer then they anticipated (the court date has been postponed three times). Finally, unable to bare the separation from her children any longer, Nastia decided to return to Estonia (she was scheduled to leave a week from this interview). Her husband, who has neither passport nor citizenship of any country, remains in the States unsure of when will be the next time he sees his wife or children again.
Keeping in contact with families abroad and financial support

In Viktor, Hanna, Nastia, Dimitri’s and thousands of other cases, families remain close to each other by keeping in touch over the phone, letters, and internet. Moreover, those living in the U.S. keep close ties to those living abroad through financial support. According to the study, and as shown in Table 6, 69% of the respondents, based on the financial abilities, send money abroad to support family members and communities. Naturally, those who send larger sums of money have higher annual earnings ($45,000 and more). However, the study shows that regardless of the income level, those living in the U.S. try hard to support their families financially by picking up extra jobs or limiting their daily expenditures. During the discussions and interviews, respondents stated that if they were to make more money, they would consider sending larger sums abroad. 31% of the respondents who said they did not send any money to support family or community abroad had either lower incomes or did not have immediate family members separated from them.
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          Table 6
Research shows that 81% of the respondents are not satisfied with the current U.S. immigration laws when it pertains to family matters. Only 8% were satisfied and 11% were neutral. 72% of the respondents said that family separation had a negative impact on their family relations. 8% stated the separation had a positive impact; mainly, because it strengthened the communication between them and, therefore, resulting in stronger relationship. To restore the damage that family separation has caused to their families, 67% of the respondents said they would spend as much time as possible in the future, 12% of them were also considering professional counseling. 8% said they were considering other means, and 25% said they haven’t considered any since the relationship was fine as it was. When asked whether they would consider free-of-charge family counseling, 14% said they would not, 33% were not sure, and 39% stated they would take advantage of such benefit. Hanna, the lady from Somalia, indicated that such services were currently available for Somali refugees through a local church in a small town in West Virginia.
Discussion
The study of the issue on how immigration laws affect families in the long run is complicated and has an emotional value attached to it. Living in a society where time is a valuable asset and freedom is an important aspect of the democracy, those suffering from such injustice feel betrayed. The current immigration system is unacceptable and as the study shows often leads to family separations, suffering, and causes permanent damage on the family relations. As Congress currently discusses the possibility of allowing illegal immigrants to ‘legalize’ themselves in the country and even earn a citizenship, it causes confusion among the respondents who do not understand why responsible residents/ citizens of the United States are being punished in such a cruel way: family separation.

Naturally, the current situation raises many questions of what solutions are right and what are wrong when it comes to controlling incoming immigrant traffic to the United States. With socialism, communism and dictatorship slowly becoming extinct and the international gates opening, how many more residents can the U.S. welcome? Recent events in Israel, Lebanon and Cuba show that the number of those asking for political asylum in the U.S. can considerably rise.  Considering terrorism and national security as essential gateway issues, who should be granted permission to enter and enjoy the benefits of this country? And who has a right to make that decision? After all, the freedoms and opportunities available in America are in many cases the fruits of a hard labor afforded by immigrants. Even more important question, what can be done to maintain strong family values, especially among young generations? In a society where almost half of the marriages end in separations or divorces, does the government have a right to impose restrictions and therefore increase the percentage of the family separations? Unfortunately, as of today, it is unknown how many families fall apart as a result of current immigration laws and further research should be done to determine the percentage.
Sadly, this is not a win or lose situation. However, there are certainly things that can be done to improve the current situation and reduce existing problem. As the table in Appendix A shows, currently, there are five family based immigration categories (including immediate relatives) based on the closeness of the family members. Immediate relative visas are unlimited; however, they only include spouses, unmarried minor children and parents of U.S citizens. As proposed by the National Immigration Forum, Congress could expand the definition of the immediate relatives by including spouses and minor children of legal permanent residents. In addition, minor children of immediate relatives could be included in this category as well. This way, there would be more visas available for those in the other four categories. 

Second, immediate family members of U.S. citizens, legal permanent residents and refugees could be brought immediately to the U.S. and wait to be processed here. In other words, V visas could be made available again and extended to the refugees. Other family members that fall under one of the four categories, for example siblings, could be issued a visitor’s visa so they could come and visit their family members residing in the U.S. freely. 

Next, a maximum wait period could be established. For example, a family member under one of the five categories should not have to wait for more than five years to get their application approved. In cases where it takes longer than five years, the applicant could be approved immediately. 

Furthermore, even though the demand of visas exceeds the supply available, there are cases when at the end of the year there are some visas still available (for example, due to delays in processing or security screenings). Those visas could be made available the next year. 

Finally, with the increasing number of applications each year, USCIS could consider hiring additional administrative staff. If more application forms are made available online, the manual labor could be reduced to the minimum; therefore, the focus could be shifted toward processing part.

Again, thousands of families across the United States are currently suffering from not being able to enjoy time with their families. They are forced to return to their empty homes after a long day at work. The only family they have is what they see or hear on their computers. Marriage anniversaries, birthdays, and other family events are usually being celebrated digitally: through their computers. These families are having a hard time hiding their tears, anger, and disappointment. When will they be able to see each other again face to face just like everybody else? When will they be able to hold each other again? Long years of separate lives are lying ahead… With nothing else left but hope that soon this all will be over.
Definitions

Family separation- throughout this paper this term is being used to describe family members that are separated as a result of the limitations and backlogs in the U.S. immigration laws and processes.
Immigrant- A person who moves to a foreign country and intends to settle permanently with government’s approval.

Illegal (undocumented) Immigrant- A person who moves to a foreign country without foreign government’s approval or permission. 

Refugee- A person who chooses not to live in his or her native country either due to persecution or a well-founded fear of persecution on account of nationality, religion, race, or political views.

Status- A legal permit to stay in the U.S. It can either be temporary or permanent. 
V visa- nonimmigrant category (V) within the immigration law that allows the spouse or child of a U.S. Lawful Permanent Resident to live and work in the United States in a nonimmigrant category. The spouse or child can remain in the United States while they wait until they are able to apply for lawful permanent residence status, or for an immigrant visa, instead of having to wait outside the United States as the law previously required. (USCIS, 2006)
Visa- A legal permit to enter the U.S. based on the purpose (for example, work visa, travel visa, etc.)
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APPENDIX A
	Categories of Family Immigration, Numerical Limits, and Approximate Length of Wait for Visa

	Visa Category
	Citizenship Status of U.S. Family Member
	Relationship of Intending Immigrant to U.S. Family Member
	Annual 
Numerical Limit
	Length of Wait for Visas in this Category
(As of January 2005)

	Immediate Relative
	U.S. Citizen
	Spouse, unmarried minor child, parent
	No limit
	No quota limit backlog. Application processing backlog may be several months.

	First Family Preference
	U.S. Citizen
	Unmarried adult children (21 years or older)
	23,400
	4 years for most countries

	Second A Family Preference
	U.S. Legal Permanent Resident
	Spouse, minor child
	87,900
	4 years, 4 months for most countries

	Second B Family Preference
	U.S. Legal Permanent Resident
	Unmarried adult children (21 years or older)
	26,300
	9 years, 5 months for most countries

	Third Family Preference
	U.S. Citizen
	Married adult children
	23,400
	7 years, 1 month for most countries

	Fourth Family Preference
	U.S. Citizen
	Brothers and sisters
	65,000
	12 years, 1 month for most countries


Source: National Immigration Form
APPENDIX B
QUESTIONAIRRE

Immigration Laws and Family Separation

This questionnaire is designed for a study of how current Immigrant laws affect the U.S. economy and immigrant families (of families where at least one member is an immigrant). The results will be used strictly for the study purposes and remain confidential.

If you meet one of the following criteria, please, disregard this questionnaire and give/send it back to the sender:

- Born in the U.S.

-Younger than 18 years old

- Have lived in the U.S. for less than a year

- Do not have any family living outside of the U.S.

Please, check one (1) answer (unless otherwise indicated) by marking X on the line next to the answer.

1. Where were you born?

___ North America




___ South America




___ Europe

___ Asia

___ Africa

___ Australia


___ Other

2. How long have you lived in the United States of America?

___1-3 years

___4-9 years

___10-14 years

___15 +

3. What Immigration Status do you currently hold?

___ Student visa

___ Work visa

___ Permanent Resident (Green Card holder)

___ U.S. Citizenship

___ Refugee

___ Pending for approval for permanent residency

___ Other

4. While living in the U.S., have you been separated from immediate family member(s)
? (Check all that apply):

___Yes, child/children (18 and under) 

___Yes, child/children (over 18 years old)

___ Yes, spouse/ significant other

___ No.

5. For how long have you been separated from your immediate family member(s)? 

___ Less than a year

___ 1-3 years

___ 4-9 years

___ 10-14 years

___ 15 +

___ Not applicable

6. If you are not currently separated from your immediate family member(s), how long were you separated?

___ Less than a year

___ 1-3 years

___ 4-9 years

___ 10-14 years

___ 15+

___ Not applicable

7. What are/where the reasons for the separation from your immediate family member(s)?

___ U.S. Immigration Laws

___ Other

___ Not applicable

8. Which of the following members of your extended family currently live abroad? (Check all that apply)

___ Parent(s)

___ Grandparent(s)

___ Brother(s) and/or sister(s)

___ Cousin(s), aunt(s), and/or uncle(s)

9. Are you able to visit with your family member(s) living abroad?

___ Yes, several times a year

___ Yes, once a year

___ Yes, once every few years

___ No, due to limitations in the Immigration laws

___ No, for other reasons

10. What is holding you back from visiting more frequently?

___ Immigration laws

___ Financial limitations

___ Work commitments

___ Personal reasons

___ Other (please, specify) _________________________________________________

11. Have you or are you planning to apply for an immigration visa
 for a family member(s) living abroad?

___ Yes, I have applied.

___ Yes, I am planning to apply.

___ No, they don’t want to leave their native (or other than the U.S.) country.

___ No, they are not eligible (the U.S. laws do not allow them to live in the U.S.).
___ Other (please, specify) _________________________________________________

12. Has any of your family members living abroad applied for a Temporary non-immigrant visa (e.g. Travel visa) in their native country?

___ Yes, it was approved

___ Yes, it was denied

___ No

13. Has any of your family members living abroad visited you in the U.S.?

___ Yes, several times a year

___ Yes, once a year

___ Yes, once every few years

___ No

14. On average, how much in U.S. dollars do you send annually to support your family member(s) and/or communities abroad?

___ $0

___ $600 or under

___ $ 601-$1,200

___$1,201-$3,000

___ $3,001-$5,000

___ $5,001 +

15. If all of your family members were in the U.S., would you consider supporting your community abroad financially?

___ Yes

___ No

16. How often do you communicate with your family member(s) living abroad?

___ Daily

___ Several times a week

___ Several times a month

___ Several times a year

___ Do not communicate

17. What communication means do you use?

___ Internet (e-mails, instant messengers, video chats, etc.)

___ Letters

___ Telephone

___ Other (please, specify) _________________________________________________

18. In your opinion, has separation impacted your family relationships? 

___ Yes, negative impact

___ Yes, positive impact

___ No impact.

___ Other (please, specify) _________________________________________________

19. Are you satisfied with the current U.S. Immigration laws when it comes to family immigration?

___ Yes

___ Neutral

___ No

20. Have you considered participating in movements seeking to address the family separation issue to the USCIS
? (Check all that apply):

___ No

___ Picketing

___ Writing a letter or letters to USCIS or other officials

___ Signing a petition

___ Media (such as giving interviews to the newspapers, television or writing articles)

___ Other (please, specify)__________________________________________________

21. What makes you most uncomfortable about separation from your family?

___ Concern for family safety

___ Not being able to see family on daily basis

___ Missing important family events (birthdays, anniversaries, graduations, etc.)

___ Financial responsibilities

___ Other (please, specify) _________________________________________________

22. What means have you considered to helping to rebuild your relationships with family members from whom you have been separated?

___ None. The relationship is fine as it is.

___ Professional counseling.

___ Spending time together as much as we can in the future

___ Other (please, specify) _________________________________________________

23. If there was free-of-charge counseling offered to those suffering from family separation due to immigration, would you consider using it?

___ Yes

___ No

___ Not sure

___ Not Applicable

24. What do you think USCIS could do to keep families together while maintaining high homeland security?

___ Issue Visitor’s visas for family members of those residing in the U.S.

___ Approve Permanent Residency status for the family members of those residing in the U.S. 

___ Make V visas
 available for all the immediate family members (including parents         and siblings)

___ Continue with current procedures

___ Other (please, specify) _________________________________________________

25. How old are you?

___18-25



___26-35

___36-45

___46-55

___56 +

26. What is you gender? 

___Female

___Male

27. Your marital status:

___ Single

___ Married

___ Divorced

___ Widowed

28. What is your income level?

___ 0

___ $1-$10,000

___ $10,001-$25,000

___ $25,001-$35,000

___ $35,001-$45,000

___$45,001 +

29. Any additional comments regarding the issue of Family Separation due to Immigration Laws:

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

THANK YOU!

APPENDIX C

Worksheet of Questionnaire results (please, see a separate Excel document)

� Throughout this questionnaire, term separation refers to separation due to Immigration laws.





� Throughout this Questionnaire, a term Immediate Family member refers to children and spouses only. Term Family members refers to both ‘Immediate family members’ and ‘Extended family members’ such as siblings, parents, grandparents, cousins, uncles and aunts.


� The term Immigration Visa in this questionnaire means Permanent Residency Status.


3 USCIS- United States Citizenship and Immigration Services


� V visa- nonimmigrant category (V) within the immigration law that allows the spouse or child of a U.S. Lawful Permanent Resident to live and work in the United States in a nonimmigrant category. The spouse or child can remain in the United States while they wait until they are able to apply for lawful permanent residence status (� HYPERLINK "http://www.uscis.gov/graphics/howdoi/legpermres.htm" �Adjusting Status�), or for an immigrant visa, instead of having to wait outside the United States as the law previously required. (USCIS, 2006)





Valunta-Young 15

_1215929085.vsd
25


760


Total
785


16


26


Total 
42


Responses Received


Questionnaires distributed


Less
6


Total
36


Responses used in this study



