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Concerns about participants' safety, health and well-being are behind record visa refusal
rates for Russian university students applying to work and travel in the United States this
summer, a senior State Department official told an audience at the American Center
in Moscow on Wednesday.

Tara Sonenshine, the State Department's head of public diplomacy and public affairs, said
the program's rapid growth — participation peaked in 2008 at 153,000 students, including
about 27,500 Russians, more than any other nationality — led to quality issues that are still
being addressed.

"For a while, we've been looking at how to improve [participants'] health, safety, welfare,
educational experience and cultural experience, and even if that means the numbers have had
to come down a bit, we still have to be dedicated," Sonenshine said in response to a question
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from The Moscow Times.

"Our most important priority is the security, health and well-being of people who come for a
summer to travel and work," she said.

Sonenshine oversees three State Department bureaus, including the Bureau of Educational
and Cultural Affairs, which runs the Summer Work and Travel Program, and she reports
directly to Secretary of State John Kerry.

Media reports of participants, disproportionately Eastern European, working and living
in substandard conditions and overstaying their visas, as well as mafia-linked human
trafficking, led to tighter oversight rules beginning in 2011 and a cap on the program's size.

Last year, Russia fell to fourth place among source countries, sending about 6,000 students,
as visa refusal rates climbed to an estimated 35-40 percent of applicants.

Refusal rates at the U.S. Embassy in Moscow have reached a record 80-90 percent this year,
leaving hundreds of students feeling cheated, according to applicants and the local agencies
that assist them.

Sonenshine said she did not know what students who have yet to apply could do to boost their
chances. "But what I know is that we're a very welcoming, beckoning country, and I just hope
that those who come will come back with great memories and great experiences," she said.

The program, created as a public diplomacy tool in the 1960s, allows foreign university
students to work and travel for up to four months in the United States, where most work low-
skilled jobs at resorts, theme parks and restaurants, and experience American culture.
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