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US immigrant visa 
denials skyrocket 
after rule change

When Arturo Balbino, a Texas construction
worker, walked into his visa interview at the
American consulate in the northern Mexican

border town of Ciudad Juarez in March, he wasn’t nerv-
ous. He felt good. Balbino, a 33-year-old Mexican
national who had entered the United States illegally 14
years ago, thought he had a strong case for a spousal
visa: a wife and children who are US citizens, a father-
in-law who had pledged in an affidavit to financially
support him if necessary, and a letter from his employer
guaranteeing him an $18-per-hour job upon his return.

When he went for the interview, he was at the final
step of legalizing his status, which would, he hoped,
pave the way for a more stable life for himself and his
family. Instead, the consular officer denied his applica-
tion on the grounds that he could become a drain on
US taxpayers by requiring government financial assis-
tance, according to documents reviewed by Reuters.
That decision stranded Balbino in Mexico indefinitely
and upended his family’s life.

More and more aspiring immigrants - especially
Mexicans - are being denied visas based on determi-
nations by the US State Department that they might
become “public charges,” dependent on the govern-
ment for support, according to official data and inter-
views with attorneys, immigrants and their family
members. Lawyers for some immigrants say consular
officers are denying visas even when applicants fulfill
legal requirements to prove they will be financially
independent.

The refusals, capping an often complex and lengthy
application process, can trap people for months or
longer outside the United States, separated from
American spouses and children, as they renew their
efforts to legally return. Some may never be able to go
back. One reason for the rise in refusals are little-
known changes last year in the State Department’s for-
eign affairs manual that gave diplomats wider discre-
tion in deciding visa denials on public-charge grounds.

The changes occurred in January 2018 as the
Department of Homeland Security was preparing a
separate, highly controversial proposal to restrict
immigration on public-charge grounds. The regulation,
officially proposed in October, received more than
200,000 public comments, which will likely take
months longer to fully evaluate. Some critics say the
State Department is using a back door, tightening
immigration policy without going through a similarly
high-profile rulemaking process.

“The State Department is trying to bypass public
comment and implement changes to public-charge
(policy) all on its own,” said Charles Wheeler, an attor-
ney with the Catholic Legal Immigration Network.
“These changes are already having a terrible effect on
people.” The State Department declined to comment,
citing pending litigation over the manual changes. In
the lawsuit in a Maryland federal court, the govern-
ment rejected accusations that the manual changes are
motivated by any antipathy toward immigrants and
argued that such “guidance” is not subject to court
review or laws requiring public comment.

The guidance, government lawyers wrote in a
February court filing, is neutral and implements a long-
standing US law meant to exclude immigrants who are
likely to become burdens on the United States. The
government acknowledged in the filing that the guid-
ance “could potentially lead” to more frequent public-
charge denials. The changes to the manual are not the
only reason for the increase in refusals of immigrant
visa applications on public-charge grounds. Those
have risen since 2015, when fewer than 900 were
issued, according to government data.

But after the manual changes in January 2018, the
refusals shot up. In the 2018 fiscal year, which ended in
September, nearly 13,500 immigrant visa applications
were refused on public-charge grounds - quadruple
the number in the previous fiscal year and the highest
total since 2004.

Fewer visas for Mexicans
Although the State Department does not release

visa refusal data by nationality or consulate, immigra-
tion lawyers said public-charge enforcement is partic-
ularly rigorous at the US consulate in Ciudad Juarez,
where all Mexican immigrant visa applications are
processed. Mexicans received 11 percent fewer immi-
grant visas in fiscal year 2018 compared to 2017. That
compares to a 4.6 percent overall decline in such visas
to people of all nationalities during that period.

Previously, the State Department typically consid-
ered an “affidavit of support,” signed by an American
citizen or permanent resident offering to act as a spon-
sor of the immigrant, sufficient evidence that the per-
son would not become a government burden, immigra-
tion lawyers said. To qualify as a sponsor, a person
must make at least 125 percent of the US poverty level
for that person’s household size. — Reuters

Playing the role of a riot cop dispersing a peaceful
but illegal sit-in on the steps of France’s National
Assembly, Axel struggled to dislodge a woman

whose arms and legs were enmeshed in a Gordian knot of
activists. It was like trying to pull a limpet off a rock - he
couldn’t get a grip. Welcome to Non-Violent Civil
Disobedience 101, a one-day basic training for people
who have decided they may need to break the law to fur-
ther a good cause.

For most of the 55 people attending a course in Paris
on Saturday, the driving concern was climate change and
the gathering pace at which Earth’s species are disap-
pearing. Since October, the world has seen a crescendo
of grassroots protests around these issues, especially in
western Europe and North America. High school students
in a dozen countries have poured into the streets every
Friday to raise the alarm about their climate-blighted
futures, a movement inspired by 16-year-old Swedish
wunderkind Greta Thunberg.

Yesterday, a loosely knit but well-organized group
called Extinction Rebellion, born in Britain, launched a
week-long campaign in major cities worldwide, vowing to
“bring London to a standstill” by blocking traffic at
Waterloo Bridge, Parliament Square and other iconic
locations. XR, as the group is known, looked to historic
examples of civil disobedience - the US civil rights move-
ment, the push for Indian independence - for inspiration. 

What triggered the sudden uptick in climate activism
is unclear, but several participants in the course men-
tioned a landmark UN science report last fall warning
that only a deep change in the way humanity produces

and consumes energy can minimize global warming
devastation.

No tickling allowed 
“I’ve been teaching several sessions a month for the

last six or seven months,” said Remi Filliau, the instructor
in Paris and founding member of a small NGO called Les
Desobeissants (The Disobedient Ones). “Before, it was a
lot less.” Back in class, Filliau gave Axel a tip on how to
pry loose his quarry. Reaching from behind, Axel placed
an index finger under the young woman’s nose and pulled
up sharply. Her arms instantly flew open and he yanked
her free within seconds, dragging her across the floor
into mock detention.

“Police are allowed to use that technique,” Filliau told
the class. “But they are not allowed to tickle - that is con-
sidered sexual harassment,” he added. Seated in a large
circle, the class began with an exercise designed to force
participants to think about how far they are willing to go,
and the risks they are willing to take. Filliau presented a
scenario: Friends propose slipping into a farmer’s field at
night while wearing masks to destroy an experimental
crop of genetically modified corn. 

Commercial production of genetically modified crops
has been effectively banned in France, and most people in
the room were clearly anti-GMO. That was not the issue.
What they didn’t agree on was tactics. Everyone situated
themselves in relation to four signs he had posted at
compass points in the room, depending on how they
answered two questions: Are you willing to do this? Do
you consider this to be a violent act? Two thirds of the

group clustered in the two “non-violent” quadrants, but
were evenly divided on whether to carry out the raid.

Ready to face the music 
As for those who considered it to be an act of vio-

lence, some balked at ransacking the crops while a few
said they would do it anyhow. In the ensuing discussion,
people moved around the room as their positions
changed. Some said damaging property did not rise to
the level of a violent act. Others countered that a strug-
gling farmer might not see it that way. Still others point-
ed out that farmers have insurance. The group was at
loggerheads.

In a second scenario, the same action was to be done
in broad daylight without masks. The media was to be
alerted beforehand and the activists stayed to face the
music, including arrest. This, it became clear, was the
“correct” approach, and Filliau explained why. “We have
to legitimize our actions in the eyes of the public,” he told
the group. “And we have to take responsibility for what
we do.” Successful campaigns in France over the last
decade - pressuring a bank into divesting from fossil fuel
projects, getting the state ban a particular GMO crop -
were all done openly and non-violently, he said. “But if
you’re not ready to be arrested by the police, then you
probably shouldn’t come,” he added, referring to a cli-
mate change action planned for the end of the week.
Julie, a university student, said she was deeply worried
about the threat of climate change. “Just marching in the
streets is not enough anymore,” she said. “But I’m not
sure if I’m ready to go to jail.” — AFP 

Shift towards climate change civil disobedience

Neighbors, powers 
anxiously watch 
post-Bashir Sudan 

The ousting of Sudan president Omar Al-Bashir by
the army brought the curtain down on 30 years of
iron-fisted rule in the northeastern African nation

but failed to quell the anger of protesters who remain
encamped outside army headquarters. Few international
or regional powers shed public tears over the fall of a man
who presided over years of civil war, the break-up of his
country and is wanted by the International Criminal Court
(ICC) for war crimes in the region of Darfur.

But with protesters fearing that even with Bashir gone
the military takeover heralds no meaningful change, the
situation remains combustible in the Red Sea state of
some 43 million, which borders seven countries. How are
world and regional powers viewing the takeover and what
would be the consequences outside Sudan of a prolonged
period of violence and instability?

African neighbors at risk 
Sudan sits nestled in a hugely diverse region in north-

east Africa bordered by regional powerhouse Egypt to
the north, with strife-torn states like Libya and Chad to
the west and key regional player Ethiopia to the south.
According to the International Crisis Group, Sudan is
“surrounded by neighbours facing internal difficulties of
their own” and should Sudan descend into chaos, “the
turmoil could spill across borders”. A wary observer of
events in its bigger neighbor is South Sudan, which was
created in 2011 as an independent state after years of
fighting under Bashir and has itself been beset by con-
flict. Sudan remains a guarantor of South Sudan’s own
peace agreement.

Export violence to Chad? 
But the biggest potential flashpoint could be Chad,

where the government is fighting both Libya-based rebels
and Islamist Boko Haram extremists. Analysts expressed
concern over the naming of Mohammad Hamdan Daglo as
the deputy chief of Sudanese military council. Widely
known as Himeidti, he heads the feared Rapid Support
Force (RSF) that grew out of the “janjaweed” militia
accused of abuses in Darfur.

“If Himeidti sufficiently reinforces his power he could
be tempted to destabilize Chad,” said Jerome Tubiana, an
independent researcher specializing in Sudan. “The RSF
are heavily armed and extremely dangerous. They could
also export their violence to Libya and the Central African
Republic,” he told AFP.

Trouble for Darfur 
The changes in Khartoum come with the conflict in

Sudan’s Darfur region - which broke out in 2003 when
rebels took up arms against Khartoum, accusing it of
neglecting the region - still unresolved. According to
Tubiana, “there has been no resolution to the Darfur
question and the repression is continuing”, with the local
population and Sudanese security forces still at odds. The
situation is further complicated by the fact that Darfur
rebels were currently fighting alongside the militia of
strongman Khalifa Haftar in Libya as he seeks to take
Tripoli, he added. “They could be tempted to return to
Sudan to remind Khartoum to take account of Darfur,”
said Tubiana.

Heavyweight neighbors fear Islamists 
Sudan’s neighbor Egypt, and Cairo’s influential Gulf

allies the United Arab Emirates and Saudi Arabia, have
raised no objection to the fall of Bashir. Cairo last week
expressed its “complete support” for the Sudanese peo-
ple and, crucially, the army. The situation in Sudan has
drawn some parallels with that in Algeria, where popular
protests won the resignation of ailing leader Abdelaziz
Bouteflika but where the existing military elite is still very
much in power. Analysts say the last thing Cairo, Abu
Dhabi or Riyadh want in Sudan and Algeria is any kind of

popular uprising that could bring to power the Islamist
Muslim Brotherhood, which they vehemently oppose. “If
they are offered a military and pro-Arab authority, then
they are okay with that even if it uses militia and is vio-
lent,” said Tubiana.

EU, US cautious 
The European Union and United States have trod

nearly as carefully while calling for civilians to be brought
into the government. Ethiopia under prime minister Abiy
Ahmed and Turkey, whose President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan repeatedly hosted Bashir in defiance of the ICC
warrant, have also kept their distance. There is also little
chance Sudan’s current military authorities, many of
whom were themselves involved in the Darfur conflict, will
hand Bashir over to the ICC in The Hague to face trial.

In a possible recognition of who currently holds the
cards, the US envoy to Khartoum on Sunday Steven
Koutsis met key military figures in Khartoum including
Himeidti. “Washington should step up its coordination
with the Gulf States and regional leaders such as
Prime Minister Abiy of Ethiopia to press both sides to
compromise,” said Judd Devermont, director of the
Afr ica  Program at  the  Center  for  Strategic  and
International Studies. — AFP 

Environmental protesters from the Extinction Rebellion group stage a demonstration in Parliament Square in London yesterday. — AFP 

Sudanese protesters rally in the area of the military headquarters in the capital Khartoum yesterday.  —  AFP 


