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Smarter visa policy 
could create more 
than one million 
U.S. jobs

Increasing travel to the United States is the most effective form of economic 
stimulus—supporting communities, injecting billions into the U.S. economy 
and creating millions of new American jobs.

Recapturing America’s historic share of worldwide overseas travel would create 
up to an additional 1.3 million U.S. jobs by 2020 compared with 2010 and 
produce $859 billion in cumulative additional economic output. 

International travel 
to United States 
will increase 
exports 

America’s travel industry is our economy’s leading industry export. 
International travel to the United States generated more than $134 billion 
last year in exports and supported 1.8 million U.S. jobs. 

Every dollar spent by an overseas visitor in the United States counts as an 
export, making travel an easy export industry to expand and a key to closing 
our trade deficit. Increasing international travel could help achieve the 
national goal of doubling exports within five years. Recapturing a 17 percent 
share of overseas travel—the U.S. share in 2000—would boost American 
exports by a cumulative $390 billion over 10 years. 

Self-imposed 
barriers deter 
visitors, cost 
American jobs

Despite travel’s critical role in driving U.S. exports and creating American 
jobs, the United States imposes unnecessary barriers on international visitors 
that inhibit economic growth. Specifically, a burdensome U.S. visa system 
drives millions of potential travelers to other countries at an enormous cost to 
our economy. The U.S. visa application process can take as long as 145 days 
in Brazil and 120 days in China, two of the fastest-growing markets for 
outbound overseas travel. 

These barriers put the United States at an alarming disadvantage when it 
comes to competing in the international travel market. 

In part because of these restrictions, the United States failed to keep pace with 
the dramatic growth in global travel over the last decade. Between 2000 and 
2010, the world travel market grew by more than 60 million annual travelers. 
Yet in 2010, the United States welcomed essentially the same number of 
travelers as it did in 2000—a “lost decade” for the U.S. travel industry and 
the U.S. economy. 

By failing to keep pace with the growth in global long-haul international 
travel between 2000 and 2010, the United States lost the opportunity to 
welcome 78 million more visitors and generate $606 billion in direct and 
downstream spending—enough to support more than 467,000 additional 
U.S. jobs annually over these years. 

EXECUTIVE SUMMArY
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Y ReCoMMendATIonS:  

A four-step plan to grow our share of global travel
The U.S. Travel Association believes a comprehensive, four-step plan can help the United States achieve our 
goal of becoming more competitive in the global travel market, which in turn will expand U.S. exports, 
create new jobs and drive economic growth. We believe security and efficiency are compatible. With better 
planning, budgeting and use of technology, our visa process can be secure, effective and competitive.

1.
America must align 
State Department 
resources with 
market demands

■n Prioritize inbound travel to increase economic activity and create jobs 
by issuing a Presidential Directive to recapture 17 percent of the global 
long-haul travel market and match Western Europe’s current market share 
in Brazil, China and India by 2015.

■n Incorporate export growth and competitiveness into the mission and 
performance measures at the State Department’s Bureau of Consular 
Affairs.

■n Expand the reach of consular services through the use of technology such 
as videoconferencing for visa interviews. 

■n Implement mobile interviews to assist potential visitors in cities with no 
U.S. consulate. 

■n Prepare a strategic plan for opening additional visa offices in countries with 
the greatest potential demand, notably Brazil, China and India.

■n Make online consular services more user-friendly by improving all consular 
websites, standardizing websites worldwide and allowing visitors to submit 
applications in their native languages. 

■n Provide customer service training to consular officers and treat every visa 
application as a public diplomacy opportunity.
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2.
America must 
reduce visa 
interview wait 
times to 10 days 
or fewer

■n Implement a more flexible staffing model to build a corps of “Limited 
Non-career Appointment” (LNA) consular officers dedicated to processing 
visas in high-growth markets.

■n Increase staffing to alleviate visa demand pressures; hire 437 additional 
LNAs by 2015 and dedicate them to fast-growing markets in Brazil, 
China and India.

■n Reassign consular officers from countries currently capable of meeting 
traveler demand to high-demand markets. 

■n Make it more efficient for travelers to renew visas by developing fast track 
or easy renewal processes wherever possible.

■n Allow existing visa holders, including many business travelers and student 
and exchange visitors, to renew visas in the United States instead of 
returning to their home countries. 

■n Utilize demand management tools and techniques to analyze and predict 
periods of high user demand and lower wait times. 

■n Improve productivity by dedicating LNA consular officers to processing 
visa applications; offer Saturday and extended interview windows to 
reduce wait times to 10 days; and employ double shifts to make greater use 
of existing interview space.

■n Incentivize visitors to submit applications during low-peak seasons by 
creating tiered-peak and off-peak visa fees. 

■n Provide an option to expedite visas at a higher cost that is sufficient to 
cover expanded visa processing capacity at consular offices.
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The U.S. State 
Department must 
improve planning, 
measurement and 
transparency

■n Measure performance relating to visa wait times and processing speeds to 
better guide decision-making and resource allocation. 

■n Conduct annual evaluations based on a consistent set of metrics that 
indicate the efficiency, effectiveness and consumer friendliness of the visa 
application process. 

■n Improve tracking of applicant backlogs to provide more reliable 
information and better understand and manage workload, staffing and 
throughput requirements. 

■n End artificial limits on interview dates that mislead visa applicants about 
actual wait times. 

■n Make the visa process more transparent by improving information sharing 
with potential travelers. 

■n Act on performance reviews in order to set benchmarks and improve 
performance at consular offices. 

4.
America must  
expand the 
Visa Waiver 
Program (VWP)

■n Begin formal bilateral VWP negotiations with potentially qualifying 
nations such as Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Poland and Taiwan which are 
interested in, but not yet eligible for, inclusion in the program.

■n Use overstay rates, not visa refusals, for VWP qualification as outlined in 
S. 497/H.R. 959. 

■n Eliminate “I” visa requirements for journalists from VWP countries 
traveling to the U.S. for media activities. 
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Country-specific 
recommendations

Brazil

■n Expedite visa processing for business travelers by 
expanding the Business Travel Program, Business 
Travel Plus and the American Chamber of Commerce 
(AmCham) Program throughout all Brazilian 
consulates. 

■n Strengthen alliance with travel agents by expanding the Travel 
Agency Program and making it available at all consulates. 

■n Make consular services more affordable and accessible to travelers 
by providing visa interview locations outside consulates. 

China

■n Extend the visa validity period from one year 
to at least five years and eventually increase to 
10 years.

■n Encourage more group travel by increasing the 
number of group travel visa appointments. 

■n Immediately implement the Consular Affairs’ global support strategy 
to make better use of existing resources at Chinese consulates. 

India

■n Expand the Business Executive Program by lowering 
the company size threshold for participation and 
assisting companies that offer incentive travel awards 
to the United States. 

■n Encourage more group travel by creating a 
preferred tour operator program for visa interview 
appointments and making it available at all consulates in India.

■n Increase foreign language training for consular officers so more 
visa interviews can be conducted in travelers’ native languages. 
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Imagine.an.overseas.biker.desperate.

to.own.a.Harley-Davidson—.

a.purchase.that.would.increase.U.S..exports.and.improve.

our.trade.balance..Unfortunately,.his.government.has.put.

in.place.several.barriers.that.make.it.more.difficult.and.

expensive.to.purchase.this.American.cultural.icon..

INTroDUCTIoN

Before.he.can.even.place.his.

order,.he.must.wait.several.

weeks.for.an.interview.and.travel.

hundreds.of.miles.to.a.distant.

government.office.to.get.to.an.

appointment..On.top.of.that,.

he.must.pay.$140.up.front.just.

to.request.the.opportunity.

to.purchase.a.Harley,.with.no.

assurance.he.will.actually.be.able.

to.buy.one..Instead.of.dealing.

with.this.hassle,.he.gives.up.

and.buys.a.different.motorcycle.

brand.produced.in.another.

country.—.a.clear.economic.loss.

for.the.United.States.
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If any foreign government even attempted to 
create such onerous barriers to U.S. exports, 
members of Congress would instantly threaten 
trade reprisals; U.S. government trade lawyers 
would quickly file legal actions with the 
World Trade Organization; and government 
policymakers at all levels would search to find 
a way to end these restrictions.

Amazingly, the United States has imposed almost 
exactly these types of restrictive trade barriers on 
itself while competing in one of the most critical 
global export markets—the $1.1 trillion market 
for international travel.1 

The uncertainties, expenses and delays that 
characterize America’s visa process represent 
trade barriers that actively discourage 
international travelers from visiting our country.

By making it unnecessarily difficult—or in many 
cases financially impossible—for millions of 

people to visit the U.S., we are needlessly 
damaging our economy, deepening 

our trade deficit and slowing one 
of the most powerful engines of 
U.S. exports. In part because of 

these restrictions, the U.S. failed to keep pace 
with the dramatic growth in global travel over 
the last decade. Between 2000 and 2010, the 
international long-haul travel market grew by 
60 million travelers each year. And yet, in 2010, 
the United States attracted essentially the same 
number of travelers as in 2000.

Over that decade, America lost the opportunity 
to welcome 78 million visitors and generate 
$606 billion in direct and downstream 
spending that could have supported 467,000 
more jobs annually. The lost visitor spending 
includes $308 billion for our balance of 
trade, as every dollar spent by a visitor to the 
United States counts as a U.S. export—just 
like exports of agricultural crops, minerals or 
manufactured goods.2

In all of these cases, a foreign purchaser 
buys a product of the United States. With a 
merchandise export, the product is physically 
shipped overseas, but in the case of a travel 
export, the foreign purchaser buys the product 
while visiting the United States. When visitors 
travel to the United States from abroad, 
they inject new money into our economy by 
staying in our hotels, spending at our stores, 
visiting our attractions and eating at our 
restaurants—exports that contribute favorably 
to our trade balance. In many cases, they are 
also here to conduct business that can lead to 
significant sales of U.S. products and services in 
overseas markets.

Every dollar spent by a visitor to the 

United States counts as a U.S. export—

just like exports of agricultural crops, 

minerals or manufactured goods, 

such as motorcycles.
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International travel is key to 
growing U.S. exports and jobs

There is broad, bipartisan support for increasing 
U.S. exports. The Obama Administration, leaders 
in Congress and business groups such as the U.S. 
Chamber of Commerce have called for doubling 
U.S. exports as a critical step toward creating more 
American jobs and spurring economic growth. 
The National Export Initiative confirms export 
growth as a top national priority and establishes a 
goal of doubling U.S. exports by 2015.3

Yet this laudable goal may never be accomplished 
unless we remove our current self-imposed 
barriers to international travel and begin to 
compete effectively in the global travel market.

Many economists have noted that increasing the 
number of international visitors who travel to the 
United States to buy our products and services 
or to complete international business deals is one 
of the most efficient and cost-effective ways to 
increase U.S. exports. Lawrence Summers, former 
director of the National Economic Council, 
recently observed that “the easiest way to increase 
exports and close the trade gap is by increasing 
international travel to the U.S.” 4

In fact, international travel is already the United 
States’ largest industry export, representing 

8 percent of U.S. domestic exports of goods and 
services in 2010 and nearly one-fourth of services 
exports alone.5 As shown in Figure 1, the travel 
industry’s $134.4 billion in exports contributed 
more than any other industry to the nation’s 
$1.7 trillion domestic exports of goods and 
services.6 And, in a time of deepening national 
trade deficits, the travel sector enjoys an overall 
trade surplus: $31.7 billion in 2010.7

The billions of dollars that international visitors 
spend in the United States support 1.8 million 
jobs and hundreds of communities across the 
country (see Figure 2).8 Many of these jobs 
cannot be outsourced and contribute to our 
national economy and the communities they 
serve. And many are in industries not directly 
associated with travel—including manufacturing, 
construction, agriculture and health care.

The most lucrative segment of international 
travel for the U.S. is long-haul travel. Long-haul 
or overseas visitors to the U.S.—defined as all 
international visitors except those from Canada 
and Mexico—stay longer and spend more money. 
In 2010, each overseas visitor to the United 
States spent an average of $4,000 at hotels, 
restaurants, retail and other U.S. businesses, 
compared with less than $800 for Canadian and 
Mexican visitors.9

Travel

Business & Professional Services

Machinery

Basic Chemicals

Computers & Electronic Products

Royalties & License Fees

Motor Vehicles

Aerospace & Other Transportation

Agriculture

Petroleum & Coal

DOLLARS IN bILLIONS

$134.4

$128.3

$125.9

$124.3

$120.9

$95.8

$94.0

$81.8

$65.7

$60.8

SERVICES MANUfACTURINg AgRICULTURE

fIGUrE 1: Travel is the United States’ leading industry export

Source: U.S. Travel Association estimates based on U.S. Department of Commerce 2010 data for top exporting industries



Food Services & Drinking Places

Accommodation

Retail Trade

Arts, Entertainment & Recreation

Transportation

Other Services (except Public Administration) 

Admin/Support/Waste Mgmt/Remediation Services

Professional & Technical Services

Health Care & Social Assistance

Manufacturing

Finance & Insurance

Real Estate & Rental and Leasing

Wholesale Trade

Agriculture

Information 

Management of Companies & Enterprises

Educational Services

Construction

Warehousing

Utilities

Mining

TOTAL DIRECT, INDIRECT AND INDUCED JOBS, 2010 (THOUSANDS)

379

=  10,000 JOBS

272

251

165

103

102

87

83

71

55

49

45

28

25

20

15

13

9

5

5

4
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arrivals will grow from 930 million to almost 
1.3 billion between 2010 and 2020,10 resulting 
in $2.1 trillion in visitor direct spending.11 
Over the same period, international travel 
revenue as a share of global GDP is forecast to 
increase by 10 percent.12

Based on forecast demand—and our historic 
share of the world travel market—the United 
States has every possibility of capturing enough 
of this future growth to significantly increase 
travel-related exports and create more than a 
million jobs.

While we ultimately aspire to capture a much 
larger share of the international travel market, 
we first need to regain the competitive ground 
lost over the past decade in long-haul travel.

Therefore, the United States should make it 
a national priority to restore our share of the 
global long-haul travel market, currently at 
12 percent, to the 2000 level of 17 percent.13

Achieving this goal by 2015 and sustaining it 
through 2020 would add nearly $390 billion 
in U.S. exports over the next decade and create 
1.3 million more American jobs by 2020.14 

fIGUrE 2: International travel supports 1.8 million jobs  
across all sectors of the U.S. economy

1.8 MIllIoN JoBS

by capturing 17 percent of the global long-haul travel market, the 

United States can add nearly $390 billion in exports over the next 

decade and create 1.3 million more jobs by 2020.

Source: U.S. Travel Association
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But first we must break down 
self-imposed trade barriers

But there is a catch. In order to meet this 
ambitious but attainable goal, we must first 
address the visa barriers that have led the 
United States to lose market share amid the 
global travel boom over the last decade.

U.S. export growth relies heavily on a 
well-functioning visa process. As shown in 
Figure 3, today 35 percent of overseas visitors 
to the United States require an entry visa. 
Looking forward, that number is expected to 
rise to 51 percent.15

Put another way, the greatest growth in the 
world travel market is expected to occur in 
countries where the U.S. is already unable to 
meet existing demand for visas. The visa system 
is undermining our ability to compete for 
travel exports.

The stated mission of the Department of State’s 
Bureau of Consular Affairs is to “protect the 
lives and interests of American citizens abroad 
and to strengthen the security of United States 
borders”—with no mention of competitiveness 
or export growth. While security should be 
a priority for the U.S. State Department, so 
should the facilitation of legitimate leisure, 
business or study travel to our country. 
Otherwise, the problems that plague our visa 

fIGUrE 3: by 2020, half of overseas 
arrivals will come from countries for 
which the U.S. requires visitor visas

Source: Office of Travel & Tourism Industries; Oxford Economics

VISA REqUIREMENT COUNTRIES

VISA WAIVER COUNTRIES

% Of ALL LONg-hAUL ARRIVALS TO ThE U.S.

35%

65%

2010

51%
49%

2020

“Although maintaining security of the visa process is of 

paramount importance, State has also acknowledged 

that long wait times may discourage legitimate travel to 

the United States, potentially costing the country billions 

of dollars in economic benefits and adversely influencing 

foreign citizens’ impressions and opinions of our nation.”

 — U.S. GoVErNMENT ACCoUNTABIlITY offICE (GAo-07-847)

long Visa Wait 
Times Have High 
Economic Cost
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system will persist—costing the U.S. job creation, 
new exports and economic growth.

Currently, in some critical travel markets such as 
Brazil, the wait time for visa interviews can be as 
long as 142 days. Of course, not all applicants are 
legitimate or qualify under U.S. law, but the fact 
that there is no guarantee of visa issuance, even 
after having paid the $140 application fee, acts as 
a further disincentive to travel. And the real cost 
of obtaining a U.S. visa may be several times that 
fee, when you include the cost of a mandatory 
trip to a U.S. consulate, often hundreds of miles 
away—where applicants often must wait hours 
for an interview that takes on average 3 minutes.

We are losing millions of potential visitors from 
Brazil and other countries—and billions of 
dollars—because of the hassles associated with 
obtaining a U.S. visa.

Unnecessary visa barriers not only limit 
our ability to grow travel-related exports 
and employment, they also hurt America’s 
competitiveness. For example, multinational 
companies avoid holding international meetings 
in the United States because they cannot count 
on key staff being able to clear the visa process 
in time to attend, and industry trade shows 
and exhibitions lose roughly 116,000 potential 
customers and exhibitors and an estimated 
$2.4 billion in sales each year.16 

The President’s Export Council recently 
highlighted the role the visa process plays in 
facilitating international trade:

Efficiently transporting and relocating 
talent around the world are critical to 
the survival of U.S. businesses in a world 
characterized by just-in-time global supply 
chains and immediate customer and supplier 
demands. Many American companies utilize 
business-related visas to facilitate the entry 
of suppliers, customers, foreign employees, 
business partners, prospective investors, and 
conference and trade show participants.17 

Competitiveness and 
security are compatible

With better planning, more realistic budgeting 
and use of new technology, our visa process can 
be secure, effective and competitive.

These solutions would not be expensive—
especially when compared with the return on 
investment we can achieve. Solutions such as 
expanding the Visa Waiver Program, increasing 
consular capabilities and using existing resources 
more effectively, and improving customer service 
could be implemented relatively quickly and at a 
reasonable cost.

Goals of this report

The purpose of this report is to present what it 
would take to get the United States “ready for 
takeoff”—well positioned to capture a larger share 
of the growth in international travel so we can 
increase exports and create more American jobs.

This report aims to provide a comprehensive 
analysis of the role that travel exports play in 
creating jobs and bolstering the U.S. economy, 
and to examine the impact of visa barriers on 
achieving our nation’s travel export potential. 
We view these issues through the lens of three 
countries that will fuel much of the projected 
growth in the world travel market: Brazil, China, 
and India. 

The report is organized into three parts:

1. Tapping into the Travel Gold Rush: 
A $390 Billion Growth Opportunity, 
Creating 1.3 Million U.S. Jobs. We make 
the case that travel must be a critical 
component of our nation’s export and job 
creation strategy, based on global forecasts 
and market projections.

2. U.S. Visa Process Poses Significant Barriers 
to Growth. Focusing on the expanding Brazil, 
China and India markets, we compare the U.S. 
visa process to that of our closest competitors, 
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draw from interviews with tour operators and 
travel planners who specialize in bringing 
business to the U.S. and share survey results 
that show the impact of the visa system on 
international travelers’ decision making.

3. Recommendations for Overcoming 
Barriers to Growth. We provide a clear 
roadmap for improving the efficiency and 
competitiveness of visa processing in three key 
markets—including sensible, cost-effective 
recommendations for wait times, processes, 
resources, staffing and technology that 
maintain the necessary security programs that 
have been put in place since 9/11.

A broader goal of this report is to advocate for 
a fundamental realignment of the Bureau of 
Consular Affairs’ mission with the national goals 
of competitiveness and export growth. Unless 
national competitiveness and export growth 
are factored into visa planning, budgeting and 
operations, the United States will continue to lose 
ground in the international travel marketplace.

We look forward to working in close partnership 
with the U.S. government and travel industry 
leaders to overcome visa barriers and put our 
nation on a strong path to growth. 

IN
T
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U
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1International travel remains one of the 
few bright spots in the global economy, 
generating exports worth $1.1 trillion 

and supporting more than 96 million jobs 
worldwide in 2010.18 Despite the fragile 
economic recovery, global travel spending 
continues to grow at impressive rates, leading 
some economists to describe it as a “gold rush.”

rapid travel growth 
fueling GDP, exports

As shown in Figure 4, worldwide long-haul 
arrivals grew 40 percent between 2000 and 
2010, from 151.7 million to 213.1 million.19 
Over the coming decade, long-haul arrivals are 
forecast to rise by an additional 40 percent.20 

Global travel spending is forecast to double 
between 2010 and 2020, reaching $2.1 trillion 
and making travel an increasingly important 
contributor to GDP growth for countries able 
to attract more overseas visitors.21 

fIGUrE 4: The global travel gold rush 

“ I think we always need to remember that trade is not just the export of widgets and other 
manufactured goods, and that will increasingly be the case…. There is a huge set of 

opportunities [in service exports], and…we are infinitely more organized to promote the sale 

of manufactured goods abroad, infinitely more organized to stand up for investment rights 

here, than we are to attract patients to our hospitals, students to our universities, tourists 

to our resorts…. [T]ravel is the single largest opportunity in export promotion [and] the 
biggest gap in our potential competitiveness agenda.”

 — lAWrENCE SUMMErS, speaking at the President’s Export Council meeting, December 9, 2010

Source: U.S. Travel Association; Office of Travel & Tourism Industries; Oxford Economics

gLObAL LONg-hAUL ARRIVALS, MILLIONS
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CHAPTEr 1:

Tapping into the Travel gold Rush —  
a $390 billion growth Opportunity, 
Creating 1.3 Million U.S. Jobs



14

R
e

A
d

y
 f

o
R

 T
A

k
e

o
f

f
 

n
 

U
.S

. 
T

R
A

V
E

L
 A

S
S

O
C

IA
T

IO
N

C
H

A
P

T
E

r
 o

N
E

1
Countries around the world 
seizing the opportunity

Because of such strong growth rates, long-haul 
travel is a fundamental pillar of many national 
strategies to support economic growth. 

In Mexico, President Felipe Calderon declared 
2011 his country’s “year of tourism” and pledged 
to make Mexico one of the world’s top five tourist 
destinations by 2018. To achieve this goal, he 
proposed increasing flights to the country’s top 
destinations, improving highways, ports and 
airports, and coordinating efforts across all levels 
of government to promote Mexico as an attractive 
destination for international tourists.22

In March 2011, the United Kingdom launched 
“the most ambitious marketing campaign ever 
to attract visitors to the U.K.”—a $160 million 
effort. Prime Minister David Cameron promised 

a sweeping government-wide effort to capitalize 
on the global travel boom. The U.K. aims to 
attract an additional four million overseas visitors 
over the next four years, increase visitor spending 
by more than $3.25 billion and create 50,000 
new jobs.23

Meanwhile, South Korea has declared 2010–2012 
“Visit Korea” years and aims to attract 8.5 million 
more visitors.24 And Australia continues to 
invest heavily in international travel promotion 
and is now offering innovative, million-dollar 
grants to Australian tour operators to win more 
international visitors.25

Will the United States 
miss the next gold rush?

While our international competitors are 
developing aggressive strategies to compete in the 
lucrative global travel market, the United States 
risks missing out on a travel “gold rush” that will 
drive stronger GDP, greater exports and more 
job creation. 

Since 2000, long-haul arrivals to the U.S. have 
increased by less than 2 percent, from nearly 
26 million to 26.4 million in 2010,26 despite 
a worldwide increase of 60 million long-haul 
travelers over the same decade.27 The bottom 
line: essentially all of these additional travelers 
went somewhere other than the United States 
(see Figure 5). 

“ From cutting red tape on business, to visa 

applications and airport queuing times, planning 

and infrastructure, this strategy encompasses all 

the areas that have a big impact on both the people 

holidaying in this country and the businesses and 

organisations so vital to the sector.”

 —  U.K. PrIME MINISTEr DAVID CAMEroN,  
announcing his nation’s new tourism strategy, 
March 2011

fIGUrE 5: The United States lost ground to global competitors over past decade

% ChANgE IN LONg-hAUL ARRIVALS, 2000–2010

ChINA 126%

INDIA 124%

ITALy 48%

JAPAN 32%

fRANCE 28%

AUSTRALIA 23%

SPAIN 7%

UNITED STATES 2%

gERMANy – 1%

CANADA – 2%

UNITED KINgDOM – 13%

Source: Office of Travel & Tourism Industries; Oxford Economics
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Our failure to simply keep pace with the growth 
in international long-haul travel from 2000 
through 2010 cost our economy significantly: 

■n 78 million lost visitors cumulatively, each of 
whom on average spends roughly $4,000. 

■n $606 billion in lost spending, including 
$243 billion in direct spending in the U.S. 
travel industry, $64 billion in international 
airfare receipts and $299 billion in 
downstream spending at restaurants, 
clothing retailers and scores of other small 
businesses.

■n 467,000 jobs—direct, indirect and 
induced—that could have been supported 
annually in all regions of the country.

■n $37 billion in direct lost tax revenue at the 
federal, state and local levels.28

Unless the U.S. takes immediate action, our 
share of long-haul travel will remain stagnant. 
With international long-haul travel set to explode 
over the coming years, the challenge now is to 
prevent this “Lost Decade” from turning into a 
“Lost Century.”  

Winning back our share of the 
global market means 1.3 million 
U.S. jobs, higher exports

Between 2000 and 2010, the United States’ share 
of global long-haul travel fell from 17 percent to 
just 12.4 percent. 

In order to spur economic growth, increase 
exports and create jobs, the United States must 
make it a national priority to restore the U.S. 
share of the global long-haul international travel 
market to at least our 2000 level by 2015 and 
sustain it through 2020. 

By meeting this priority, cumulatively we would 
welcome 98 million more travelers compared to 
simply holding our current 12 percent market 
share for the next decade (see Figure 6).29 The 
economic impact of restoring our 17 percent 
share of the global long-haul travel market would 
be wide and deep. 

fIGUrE 6: We have the opportunity to welcome 
98 million more visitors to the United States

Source: U.S. Travel Association

MILLIONS Of OVERSEAS ARRIVALS, 2010–2020

Maintaining 12.4%  
long-haul market share

Regaining 17% long-haul 
market share in 2015 and 
maintaining it through 2020

■n 98 million more visitors

■n $390 billion in 
additional exports

■n 1.3 million more jobs 

■n $859 billion in additional 
total economic output

recapturing our 
lost Share of Global 
long-Haul Travel:



TRAVEL TOP 5 MANUFACTURING 
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Perhaps most importantly, it would create 
up to 1.3 million more American jobs in 
2020 compared with 2010—700,000 jobs 
in the travel industry and 638,000 indirect 
and induced jobs in other industries (see 
Figure 7).30 

Compared with other sectors of the economy 
that have strong export potential, the travel 
industry is one of the most efficient job 
creators. While travel jobs can be added 
quickly, expanding manufacturing operations, 
for example, can take years of planning and 
construction. In 2010, every $140,000 of 
overseas visitor spending in the United States 
supported one new U.S job. By comparison, 
it takes more than $333,000 of spending on 
manufacturing goods to create a single job.31 
Moreover, international travel creates more 
jobs than each of the top five manufacturing 
industries (see Figure 8).

fIGUrE 8: International travel creates  
more jobs than each of the  
top five manufacturing exporters

Source: U.S. Travel Association and U.S. Department of Commerce

EMPLOyMENT DIRECTLy RELATED  
TO ExPORTS, 2008 (ThOUSANDS)

fIGUrE 9:  
Regaining our 17% share of global  
long-haul arrivals would boost 
U.S. exports by nearly $390 billion

Source: U.S. Travel Association

MILLIONS Of JObS  
(DIRECT, INDIRECT AND INDUCED)

Note: Export projections are based on average 
spend per visitor of $4,000. 
Source: U.S. Travel Association

Maintaining 
12.4% market share 

Regaining 17% long-haul 
market share in 2015 and 
maintaining it through 2020

$ MILLIONS, DIRECT SPENDINg, 2010–2020

$250,000

$200,000

$150,000

$100,000

$50,000

0

$390 billion in additional 
cumulative spending

$202,489

$104,865

$146,380

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020

fIGUrE 7: Regaining our 17% share  
of global long-haul arrivals would  
create 1.3 million more jobs by 2020
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In addition to fueling job creation, recapturing 
our share of the long-haul travel market is 
critical to meeting our goal of doubling U.S. 
exports by 2015—a goal shared by President 
Obama and the U.S. Chamber of Commerce. 

As illustrated in Figure 9, simply restoring our 
competitiveness in global travel to 2000 levels 
would generate a cumulative $859 billion in 
direct, indirect and induced total economic 
output from 2011 to 2020—including boosting 
U.S. exports by a cumulative $390 billion.32

Brazil, China and India are critical 
to travel, job and export growth

For the United States to win back its share of 
the global travel market, we must concentrate 
our efforts on attracting more visitors from 
Brazil, China and India, the fastest-growing, 
highest-spending sources of long-haul 
international travelers.33

These three countries have burgeoning middle-
class populations that are already spending 
billions on overseas travel. Between 2000 
and 2010, global long-haul outbound travel 
from Brazil, China and India skyrocketed by 
more than 140 percent—and the trends show 
no signs of slowing.34 Indeed, over the next 
decade, travel from these countries combined 
is projected to more than double, growing by 
another 107 percent.35

When it comes to attracting visitors from these 
dynamic markets, the United States lags far 

Source: U.S. Travel Association based on data from  
Office of Travel & Tourism Industries and Oxford Economics

gLObAL gROWTh IN LONg-hAUL OUTbOUND TRAVEL, 2010–2020

Source: U.S. Travel Association based on data from U.S. Department of Commerce and Oxford Economics.

behind international competitors, especially in 
Western Europe. While the number of long-haul 
arrivals to the U.S. from Brazil, China and India 
rose by about 1.4 million between 2000 and 
2010, in Western Europe they increased by more 
than 3 million. Last year, the U.S. welcomed 
just 2.6 million travelers from these countries, 
compared with more than 6 million who visited 
Western Europe.36

Today, the United States controls 29 percent of 
the Brazilian long-haul market, compared with 
52 percent for Western European countries (see 
Figure 11). The comparable figures for China 

fIGUrE 10: brazil, China and India slated to rack up double- or  
triple-digit growth in long-haul outbound travel over the coming decade 

Brazil
China India

+38%
+151% +110%

fIGUrE 11: Europe currently captures a much larger 
share of outbound travel from brazil, China and India

% ShARE Of LONg-hAUL MARKET fROM  
bRAzIL, ChINA AND INDIA, 2010

BrAzIl

CHINA

INDIA

ToTAl:  
BrAzIl, CHINA, INDIA

52%

29%

38%

27%

37%

13%

11%

16%

TO WESTERN EUROPE TO U.S. 



18

R
e

A
d

y
 f

o
R

 T
A

k
e

o
f

f
 

n
 

U
.S

. 
T

R
A

V
E

L
 A

S
S

O
C

IA
T

IO
N

C
H

A
P

T
E

r
 o

N
E

1

are 13 percent and 38 percent, nearly a threefold 
difference. And only 11 percent of India’s long-
haul outbound travel comes to the United States, 
compared with 27 percent to Western Europe.37

In order to compete effectively in the global travel 
market, the United States must set a national goal 
of pulling even with our competitors in Western 
Europe, matching their current market share of 
visitors from Brazil, China and India by 2015, 
and maintaining that share through 2020. 

Compared to 2010 results, meeting this goal 
would generate 9.9 million more arrivals from 
these three countries, $59 billion in additional 
travel spending and 418,000 more U.S. jobs 
by 2020.38

Among all overseas travelers to the U.S., those 
from China, India and Brazil rank first, second 
and fourth, respectively, in spending.39 Because of 
these high levels of traveler spending, one visitor 
from India is roughly equal to two visitors from 
the United Kingdom, Germany or France in 
terms of average spending (see Figure 12).40

Visitors from each of these countries, however, 
require a visa to enter the U.S., creating 
significant barriers that will be discussed in 
the next chapter of the report. 

Attracting visa-free travelers

One of the most effective ways to attract 
additional visitors is to encourage travel from the 
36 countries that participate in the Visa Waiver 
Program (VWP). Under the VWP, visitors are 
able to travel to the United States for up to 90 
days without obtaining a nonimmigrant visa.41 

The VWP is also an important security program 
because it allows the State Department to focus 
precious visa-screening resources on higher-risk 
countries. The VWP improves our national 
security, encouraging secure travel to the 
United States while enhancing our international 
competitiveness and advancing important foreign 
policy goals. As former Secretary of Homeland 
Security Tom Ridge has underscored: 

The delay, inconvenience, and expense 
associated with travel to the United States 
have significantly reduced our interaction with 
the rest of the world….Whether the decline of 
interest in traveling to the United States is a 
result of the perception or the reality that the 
post-9/11 America has become less welcoming, 
it is in our national interest to turn it around. 
We can become neither economic protectionists 
nor political isolationists. With new security 
measures in place, including extensive 
information sharing between governments 
about terrorists, we can manage the risk of a 
lawful entry for unlawful purposes better than 
ever. It is an acceptable risk in today’s world.42

fIGUrE 12: Visitors to the U.S. from China, India and brazil spend more 
on average than those from key European countries

CoUnTRy
AveRAge TRAvel 

SPendIng  
PeR vISIToR

ARRIvAlS  
To U.S.

ToTAl TRAvel 
SPendIng  
In The U.S.

JobS SUPPoRTed 
by TRAvel 
To The U.S.

China $6,243 802,000 $5.0 billion 35,500

India $6,131 651,000 $4.0 billion 28,300

brazil $4,940 1,198,000 $5.9 billion 42,000

germany $3,347 1,726,200 $5.8 billion 41,000

france $3,047 1,342,200 $4.1 billion 29,000

United Kingdom $3,001 3,850,900 $11.6 billion 82,100

Source: 2010 data from U.S. Travel Association; U.S. Department of Commerce; Bureau of Economic Analysis; Office of Travel & Tourism Industries
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While visitors from VWP countries do not 
face the same barriers as other travelers 
in obtaining visas, we must still focus 
efforts on promoting the United States as 
a destination and facilitating entry into 
the country. 

In 2010, travelers from VWP countries 
made up 17 million of the 26 million 
overseas visitors to the United States, or 
65 percent.43 In recent years, however, 
the number of visitors from traditionally 
strong markets such as the United Kingdom 
and Germany has decreased due to several 
factors, including competition from other 
destinations and negative perceptions about 
the U.S. entry process. 

For decades, the United States lacked any 
national effort to actively promote the 
United States as a destination, even as other 
nations were spending tens of millions of 
dollars annually to attract visitors. That 
changed in 2010 when a solid, bipartisan 
majority in Congress passed the Travel 
Promotion Act.44

The Act established a public-private 
partnership known as the Corporation 
for Travel Promotion (CTP), a nonprofit 
organization with a mission to increase 
foreign travel to the United States. 
In passing the Travel Promotion Act, 
Congress empowered the CTP to oversee a 
$200 million annual campaign to promote 

U.S. tourism opportunities to foreign 
travelers at no cost to U.S. taxpayers 
(see sidebar on next page).

Oxford Economics estimates that the CTP’s 
efforts could attract as many as 1.6 million 
visitors each year and generate as much as 
$4 billion in new visitor spending annually. 
It is further expected to create 34,000 new 
U.S. jobs, according to U.S. Travel.45

A global competition for growth

While projections of long-haul travel depict 
a global boom, the United States will need 
to actively compete for visitors against 
determined international competitors if we 
are to capture a sizable share of this growth. 

For citizens in countries outside the Visa 
Waiver Program, obtaining a visa to visit 
the United States can be a highly uncertain, 
lengthy and very expensive process. We 
cannot assume all those international 
travelers who want to come here will 
endure this process—particularly as the 
governments of our global competitors 
make every effort to win their business 
from us. 

Until our nation’s leaders take steps to 
dramatically improve our visa process, the 
U.S. economy will fail to take advantage 
of one of the greatest opportunities to 
increase exports and will miss one of the 
fastest, easiest ways to create new jobs. 

“ Now that Congress has acted to create the Corporation for Travel Promotion, I’m looking 

forward to working with its members to help the United States stay competitive in this 

global industry. At no taxpayer expense, we created a plan that I hope will help unify the 

industry and create a lot of tourism-related jobs in the United States.”

 — SENATor roY BlUNT (r-Mo) 
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In January 2007, the U.S. Travel Association 
released “A Blueprint to Discover America,” 
which called on the federal government to make 

attracting international visitors a top national priority. 
The report laid out a three-pronged strategy to boost 
international travel exports:

1. Change perceptions through coordinated 
communications;

2. Modernize and secure our ports of entry; and
3. Create a 21st century visa system.

Four years later, despite some accomplishments, 
much remains to be done. 

ProMoTIoN

In 2010, a bipartisan Congress passed the Travel 
Promotion Act, which was then signed into law by 
President Obama. The Act created the Corporation 
for Travel Promotion to market the United States as 
a destination for international visitors. The statute 
requires that half of the CTP’s budget be funded by 
the private sector, with the other half coming from 
a $10 fee paid once every two years by visitors from 
visa waiver countries. The maximum budget for 
the program will be $200 million, which will fund 
advertising, trade show presence and other marketing 
activities to help the United States capture a greater 
share of the world travel market. The CTP is up and 
running, with marketing expected to begin in 2012.

ENTrY

Some progress has also been made to enhance the 
arrival and entry process for visitors but more work 
remains. Since 2006, private-sector experts have 
provided the Department of Homeland Security 
recommendations to improve customer service, 
visitor processing efficiency and the welcoming of all 
international visitors. Congress appropriated funds 
to increase the number of customs officers, and a new 
Global Entry program was created to allow for faster 
screening of qualified travelers. The Walt Disney 
Company created and donated a film that is used at 
all points of entry to welcome visitors to the United 
States. However, inefficient processing and problematic 
customer service remains a concern. President Obama 
heard these concerns first-hand in 2009, when a 
member of the International Olympic Committee 
expressed hesitation about a Chicago Olympic bid 
because of the “rather harrowing experience” of 
entering the country.

VISA

The government has also achieved key results on the 
Blueprint’s recommendations regarding visas, including 
the expansion of the Visa Waiver Program to qualified 
countries such as South Korea, Greece and the Czech 
Republic. Despite this success, the VWP evaluation 
process has since stalled. The State Department also 
dedicated new resources and attention to reducing visa 
wait times in some countries, such as the Dominican 
Republic and Costa Rica. However, in key growth 
markets the visa process remains a significant barrier to 
U.S. competitiveness in the world travel market. 

Progress made since 2007 to attract international visitors
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Our research shows that, despite being a favored 
travel destination, the United States is operating 
at a severe competitive disadvantage. Specifically:

1. The visa application and approval process 
is highly inefficient and unpredictable. In 
particular, unacceptably long wait times for 
visa interview appointments create uncertainty 
that applicants will be able to obtain visas in 
time for scheduled business, medical, school or 
leisure trips. 

2. Lack of access to a U.S. consular facility where 
visa interviews are conducted significantly 
increases the costs associated with getting a visa 
for millions of travelers, making the United 
States a less appealing destination.

3. Customer service suffers due to inadequate 
facilities and poor communication about the 
visa process. 

Visa process is inefficient 
and uncertain

A U.S. Travel Association survey of 1,500 
travelers from Brazil, China and India suggests 
that an overwhelming majority of travelers find 
the U.S. a tough place to visit.46 As shown in 
Figure 13, an astounding 94 percent of Brazilian 
travelers said they found it “somewhat difficult,” 
“very difficult” or “nearly impossible” to travel to 
the U.S. And roughly 80 percent of Chinese and 
Indian travelers echoed those sentiments. 

fIGUrE 13: The United States is not 
an easy place to visit

Q:  compared to other countries you are familiar with,  
how easy would you say it is to travel to the u.S.?

ChInA IndIA bRAzIl

Very easy 7.1% 3.7% 2.6%

Somewhat easy 14.6% 16.1% 3.0%

Somewhat difficult 37.5% 39.8% 22.5%

Very difficult 28.3% 23.4% 48.4%

Nearly impossible 12.5% 17.0% 23.6%

Q:  Which of the following factors make it difficult to travel to the u.S.?

ChInA IndIA bRAzIl

Cost 42.5% 35.4% 29.3%

Visa process 36.9% 30.3% 37.5%

Security measures by U.S. government 31.3% 45.1% 52.9%

Lack of flights 12.5% 9.4% 3.4%

Other 9.8% 6.2% 2.4%

Q:   What is it about the visa process that is most difficult for you?

ChInA IndIA bRAzIl

Distance we have to travel to consulate 23.3% 4.8% 8.4%

Cost of the visa 27.9% 12.4% 26.3%

Amount of documentation required 12.7% 22.8% 43.0%

Concern that getting rejected will 
impact future applications

18.1% 33.8% 35.5%

Length of time it takes to get 
an interview

31.7% 17.0% 12.8%

No refund on a rejected visa application 30.4% 12.0% 18.8%

Other 1.9% 7.1% 9.0%

Source: Mandala Research survey of 500 recent visitors from each of three countries, 
conducted August/September 2010

CHAPTEr 2:

U.S. Visa Process Poses  
Significant barriers to growth
America’s.visa.process.can.be.cumbersome,.time-consuming,.expensive.and.

unpredictable,.posing.significant.barriers.to.U.S..competitiveness.in.the.international.

travel.market—especially.when.it.comes.to.attracting.visitors.from.fast-growing.

countries.such.as.Brazil,.China.and.India..
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What makes travel to the United States so 
difficult? Among the top concerns for visitors 
from all three countries are visa processing 
issues and costs. 

On the surface, the process of applying for a U.S. 
visa seems straightforward. A prospective traveler 
must complete the online application form, 
submit a digital photograph and the required 
documentation, pay the $140 fee, schedule an 
interview appointment at a U.S. consular office, 
attend the interview, be denied or approved and, 
if approved, wait for delivery of the visa. 

The reality, however, can be quite different, as 
depicted in Figure 14. 

While the State Department has a goal of 
interviewing all visa applicants within 30 days of 
their application submission, it has failed to meet 
this performance standard at various posts in key 
markets over the past decade—a problem that 
will grow worse as traveler demand rises. 

When submitting their online application, 
applicants can have a difficult time securing a visa 
interview date because none are made available. 
The State Department at times withholds 
interview dates, forcing applicants to contact the 
consulate multiple times before learning when an 
interview will be available. A U.S. Government 
Accountability Office (GAO) report states what 
U.S. Travel’s recent interviews with tour operators 
confirm: Some consulates arbitrarily limit the 
availability of interview dates to artificially cut 
off the queue and mask the backlog—making it 
next-to-impossible for people to assess how long 
they will have to wait before they can actually 
travel to the United States.47 According to 
the GAO:

[O]fficials acknowledge that current wait 
times data is of limited reliability…. 
[S]ome posts artificially limit wait times 
by tightly controlling the availability 
of future appointment slots—such as 
by not making appointments available 
beyond a certain date, which can make 
appointment scheduling burdensome for the 
applicant who must continually check for 
new openings.48

For instance, if interview availability is 
consistently cut off when the queue reaches a 
wait time of 24 days, the consular post can report 
to the public and to Washington that it has met 
the 30-day standard. In reality, however, the 
consulate only met the standard because it would 
not allow the queue to extend past 30 days.

The problem is exacerbated because none of 
the wait time data the State Department posts 
on its website is presented with any historical 
reference. Therefore, travelers cannot have a 
good understanding of high-demand or off-peak 
seasons that would help them determine the best 
time to apply for a visa.

The State Department has demonstrated it is 
able to provide timely visa interviews when it 
allocates resources effectively to meet demand. 
According to the Department, the wait time 
is less than 20 days at 90 percent of its 222 
posts worldwide.49 However, this is not the case 
in Brazil and China—especially during peak 
travel periods. Moreover, there are considerable 
variations in interview wait times among consular 
posts within a particular country. In Brazil, for 
example, wait times range from a low of two days 
in Recife to a high of 142 days in Brasilia, based 
on data U.S. Travel has collected on a weekly 
basis since November 2010 (see Figure 15). In 
Shanghai, wait times range from a low of two to 
three days to a high of 63 days.50
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fIGUrE 14: Overview of the U.S. visa application process 

Source: U.S. Government Accountability Office; State Department websites for Brazil, China, India; U.S. Travel Association research
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Overall, the entire visa application process 
from end to end can take as long as 145 days in 
Brazil 51 and 120 days in China.52 In comparison, 
the United Kingdom takes an average of 
12 days to process visas in Brazil and 11 days in 
China.53 While the United States is required by 
law to interview all applicants and the United 
Kingdom is not, the interview requirement does 
not need to result in this type of inefficiency in 
visa processing.

Cost and accessibility 
pose significant hurdles

In our survey, more than 40 percent of Chinese 
respondents, 35 percent of Indian respondents 
and 29 percent of Brazilian respondents cited visa 
costs as a barrier.54

For millions of overseas travelers seeking 
admission to the United States, the $140 
application fee for a U.S. visa represents just 
the tip of the iceberg. Travelers must also 
pay additional fees that vary from country to 
country, but can add as much as $50 to the 
application fee. 

On top of these fees, travelers who do not 
live in a city where a U.S. consulate is located 
must incur hundreds or thousands of dollars 
in expenses (and take time off from their 
work or studies) to complete the mandatory 
face-to-face interview. 

In Brazil, for example, just one embassy 
and three consulates serve a country 
spanning 3.3 million square miles with a 
population of 199 million. Eleven cities 
with more than one million inhabitants do 
not have a U.S. visa-processing center. 

To obtain a visa, a person living in Manaus, 
Brazil’s eighth largest city (a city with direct 
flights to New York), must take a two hour and 
40 minute flight to Brasilia for an interview 
that typically averages about three minutes. For 
a family of four, that means spending $2,650 
before even being assured a visa to travel to the 
United States (see Figure 16 ).55 And even before 
they can travel to Brasilia, that family first must 
submit their visa application documents—all in 
English—apply for an interview appointment, 
and perhaps wait 100 or more days for their 

fIGUrE 15: how long does it take to get a visa interview in brazil? 

Source: U.S. Travel Association weekly review of wait times for U.S. consulates in Brazil posted on the Bureau of Consular Affairs’  
“Visa Wait Times—for Interview Appointments and Processing” web page between November 2010 and April 2011
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appointment to be scheduled. By comparison, 
Brazilians wishing to visit European markets 
do not need to even obtain a visa for visits of 
less than 90 days. 

The lack of accessibility to consular offices is an 
even bigger issue in China, where the United 
States has just five visa processing operations 
serving a much larger market. Indeed, there are 
27 cities in China and eight in India with more 

than two million inhabitants that do not have a 
U.S. visa-processing center. By comparison, the 
United Kingdom has 12 visa facilities in China 
and 10 in India, while France has six in China 
and five in India. Unless new technology is 
deployed, the lack of a U.S. consular office in so 
many large metropolitan areas will make it harder 
for America to keep pace with our international 
competitors and meet growing travel demand in 
these key markets.

Source: U.S. Travel Association

*  These cities have populations of < 2 million 
**  U.S. Consulate General Wuhan is not 

equipped to process visas.Source: Travel and Tourism Advisory Board 

flight from Manaus  
to brasilia (4 passengers): $1,720

hotel (one night): $170

Visa ($140 x 4): $560

Application fee ($30 x 4): $120

Passport delivery fee ($20 x 4): $80

ToTAl: $2,650

CITIeS In ChInA CITIeS In bRAzIl CITIeS In IndIA

Shanghai     São Paulo    Mumbai    

beijing     Rio de Janeiro    Delhi    

guangzhou     brasilia    Kolkata    

Chengdu     Recife    Chennai    

Shenyang     Porto Alegre    hyderabad    

Wuhan**     bangalore    

fuzhou     Ahmedabad  

Shenzhen   Jalandhar*  

Chongqing   Puducherry*    

hangzhou   Chandigarh*  

Nanjing   Cochin*  

Jinan   

fIGUrE 17: Many large cities lack U.S. consular services 

20 other cities in China with 
populations over 2 million  
lack a U.S. consulate

     VISA PROCESSINg LOCATIONS fOR 
ThE U.S., U.K., fRANCE AND gERMANy 

10 other cities in Brazil with 
populations over 1 million  
lack a U.S. consulate

6 other cities in India with  
populations over 2 million  
lack a U.S. consulate

fIGUrE 16: Visa application 
costs for a family of four
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Poor customer service 
sends the wrong messages

Poor service at U.S. consulates is inconsistent 
with the way we want to be perceived as a nation; 
it also undermines U.S. efforts to promote our 
country as a friendly place to visit and a good 
place to do business. 

Specifically, the requirement that all information 
on a visa application be submitted in English 
poses an unnecessary and formidable barrier to 
visitors from China and Brazil. In describing 
similar language constraints faced by travelers to 
Europe, a recent report by the European Tour 
Operators Association summed it up well: 

Applications clearly have to be made 
available in the applicants’ mother tongue. 
Not doing so breaks a basic rule of sales, 
it probably adds to the cost (as applicants 
have to use an agent) and certainly acts as 
a disincentive to travel.56

The visa application website also leaves much to 
be desired. Indian travelers and tour operators, 

“ Our long-term success requires not only that 
we deter and detect determined adversaries, 
but also that we persuade millions of people 
around the globe of our ideals—democratic 
freedom, private enterprise, human 
rights, intellectual pursuit, technological 
achievement. That persuasion requires human 
interaction, and each visitor to the United 
States represents such an opportunity. Raw 
statistics are important in analyzing our 
achievements and challenges, but so are the 
attitudes we display. Treating prospective and 
actual visitors with dignity and respect will 
reinforce, not diminish, our security.”

 —  Report of the Secure borders and Open Doors 
Advisory Committee to the Departments of  
homeland Security and State, October 2008

for example, complain that the new online 
application is too difficult to maneuver, too 
quick to time out and inaccessible to millions 
of potential travelers who do not have access to 
a computer. Furthermore, the system does not 
allow applicants to skip a question and return to 
it at a later time, or to print out the application 
in their native language. 

Last but certainly not least, foreign visitors to 
our embassies and consulates can be subject to 
unpleasant conditions. Consider this description 
of Mission China in a recent report by the U.S. 
Department of State Office of Inspector General 
(OIG): 

Three-quarters of a million Chinese come 
to Mission China’s consular sections each 
year. In Beijing, the consular waiting room 
is crowded and cramped. In Guangzhou, 
hundreds of applicants stand out in the 
elements every day as they are checked 
for entry into the building. Chinese who 
travel—especially those who travel for 
business or studies—are important to 
American economic success and the future 
of the U.S.-China bilateral relationship. 
On a daily basis, the consular sections have 
these key individuals’ undivided attention 
for several hours. Mission China should 
consider them as public diplomacy targets 
of opportunity.57 

The OIG went on to describe “significant 
deficiencies in the public areas of the two biggest 
consular sections in Beijing and Guangzhou.” 
In Beijing, for example, it cited insufficient 
public lavatories; a queuing system that does 
not function; and inadequate external and 
internal signage. In Guangzhou, “applicants 
line up outside in a small plaza, often huddling 
under umbrellas before they can access the 
spacious, two-story lobby of the building” and 
“NIV [nonimmigrant visa] clients must follow a 
confusing circuit, from a window in the middle 
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to a window on the left and back through the 
crowd to the right for a final interview.” In 
summary, says the OIG, “these concerns hinder 
the flow of visa applicants [and] give the public a 
poor impression of the United States.”

Conditions in the Sao Paulo, Brazil consulate 
are equally unpleasant. A recent segment on 
“Good Morning Brazil” (the Brazil equivalent of 
“The Today Show”), interviewed visa applicants. 
Here are some of their comments:

■n “ From the door to right inside, nothing but 
lines. There are lots of people still waiting 
in line. Inside the building, hundreds more 
people are waiting in other lines, too.” 

■n “ My goodness, horrible, horrible. This is 
some line, complete chaos…”

■n “ I spent three hours in line. It’s too 
bureaucratic. I was missing a document 
and had to go back to the end of the line; 
it’s very bad.”

■n “ The trip of your dreams and you have to 
go through all this, but what can you do? 
I’m losing a day’s work.”

■n “ Besides facing a journey of more than a 
thousand kilometers, I had to pay for a 
hotel, and the cost of a U.S. visa….It’s a 
lot of money.”58

Additional country-specific barriers

In addition to the barriers cited above, the United 
States presents additional hurdles for visitors 
from China because the visas we offer them are 
valid only for one year. And in Brazil, we are at 
a competitive disadvantage relative to Western 
European countries that do not require any visas 
at all for visitors staying less than 90 days. 

Short visa validity period in China. Further 
complicating our visa issuance system is the 
fact that Chinese nationals must apply for new 
U.S. visas every year, while travelers from other 
countries can receive 10-year multiple entry visas. 

As Chinese applicants are treated differently, the 
State Department must dedicate disproportionate 
resources to processing visa renewals, rather 
than facilitating legitimate travel by new 
visitors. A one-year visa expiration is disruptive 
and expensive not only for Chinese visa 
applicants, but also for American businesses and 
universities. The OIG’s September 2010 report 
specifically noted that the China Mission should 
immediately take action to negotiate with China 
a longer visa validity period for businesspeople, 
tourists and students in order to significantly 
improve productivity in visa processing.59 

Exclusion of Brazil from Visa Waiver Program. 
As discussed earlier, the United States has lost 
considerable market share in Brazil to Western 
European countries that allow visa-free entry. 
These countries now control more than half of 
the Brazilian long-haul market, while we own less 
than one-third.60 

Visa barriers damaging 
U.S. economy and business 

Visa barriers are not just an impediment to 
overseas travelers; they generate a significant 
economic loss for U.S. businesses. 

Research by Oxford Economics for the Center 
for Exhibition Industry Research calculated the 
economic hit of making it difficult for business 
trade show exhibitors and buyers to come to the 
United States at $2.4 billion.61 In a recent report, 
the group also found: 

■n Average spending by each international 
buyer and exhibition attendee exceeded 
$13,600. Average spending by an 
international exhibitor was greater 
than $36,100.

■n Visa barriers preclude 2.5 percent of 
potential international attendees from 
participating in trade shows and exhibitions.
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In October 2009, the Greater Houston Convention 
and Visitors Bureau embarked upon an effort to 
attract the 2014 World Petroleum Congress to 

Houston—a city widely regarded as the world capital of 
the oil and gas sector. The event was expected to draw 
9,000 attendees and deliver $10.7 million in revenue 
for Houston hospitality-related industries. 

To win the Congress, Houston Mayor Annise Parker 
assembled a high-powered bid committee chaired by the 
president and chief operating officer of ConocoPhillips, 
along with more than 50 representatives of oil and gas-
related companies and airlines, as well as public-sector 
members from the U.S. Department of Commerce, the 
State of Texas Governor’s Office, the City of Houston, 
and many business groups. Senators John Cornyn and 
Kay Bailey Hutchison lent their support. The committee 
also undertook a significant fundraising effort to enable 
Houston to compete with Moscow and Bogota—both 
of which received substantial support from their 
national governments. 

Yet when the World Petroleum Council met to make 
its final choice, Houston lost to Moscow by a 24 to 

20 vote. A post-mortem suggests the decision was 
based on two factors:

■n Visa barriers: During the final presentation, 
representatives from several countries said they 
were not comfortable choosing a location which 
a country’s entire delegation might not be able to 
enter. Unless the United States could guarantee 
that all members of the World Petroleum Council 
could attend, the Congress would not be held in 
the U.S.

■n Lack of support from the federal government: 
Of the three agencies whose support was sought, 
only the Department of Commerce acted 
promptly. The Department of Energy sent a letter 
of support—but too late. The State Department 
did not send one at all. In the end, Houston 
could not match the support the Colombian and 
Russian governments gave their bidding cities.

At the final bid, many members of the World 
Petroleum Council said that it felt like it was 
two countries competing against one city. 

CASE STUDY:  
houston Loses bid to host the 2014 World Petroleum Congress

fIGUrE 18: Visa barriers undermine economic potential of business trade shows and conventions

Source: Center for Exhibition Industry Research and Oxford Economics
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■n Without visa barriers, U.S. business sales 
would increase $2.4 billion from the 
incremental attendance of international 
exhibitors and attendees. The $2.4 billion 
increase includes $1.5 billion in increased 
business-to-business trade and a $295 million 
boost to visitor spending (see Figure 18).

■n The new $2.4 billion in sales would be able to 
sustain over 17,500 jobs directly, 43,000 jobs 
overall, and generate three-quarters of a billion 
dollars in state and federal taxes. 

This compelling research data is backed up by 
voluminous anecdotal evidence pointing to lost 
business and foregone economic opportunity due 
to the U.S. visa-processing system. One striking 
example is Houston’s failed bid to host the 2014 
World Petroleum Congress (see case study). 

Additional examples of lost business abound:

■n Despite solid early interest, the 2010 
AG CONNECT Expo attracted only 20 
international groups and 1,464 overseas 
attendees; 480 would-be attendees reported 
visa denials. The conference organizer received 
numerous complaints that visa denials were 
arbitrary and interviews lasted less than two 
minutes. While the India delegation registered 
78 people, only five were able to attend. 

■n Even church groups are finding it difficult to 
host major international ecumenical events 
in the United States. According to Beliefnet 
News: “When the Baptist World Alliance held 
its global conference in Hawaii [in August 
2010], it was missing about 1,000 attendees 
from around the world. In June, the inaugural 
meeting of the World Communion of 
Reformed Churches in Grand Rapids, Mich., 
was missing 74 attendees, and the Seventh-day 
Adventists’ General Conference in Atlanta was 
missing about 200 attendees. The three church 
groups said foreign delegates’ visas were denied 
by U.S. officials…”62

Squandering Tour 
business from China

In 2010, the California Travel and Tourism 
Commission (CTTC) invested $200,000 in 
promoting a new California itinerary. A “Pilot 

Tour” package of $25,000 in promotional investment 
was launched for October 2010 to test the new 
product from China to California. CTTC expected 
1,000 Chinese travelers to purchase the package, 
which was scheduled to take place in the first week of 
October in sync with China’s National Day holiday.

When tour operators contacted the State Department 
to determine how long it would take potential 
Chinese travelers to get a visa, they learned visa 
wait times were over 100 days in Beijing, over 80 
days in Guangzhou and over 120 days in Shanghai. 
The California state tourism director sent a letter 
to the U.S. Embassy in Beijing urging them to help 
schedule appointments, but nothing was done. In 
Guangzhou, however, the U.S. Consulate agreed 
to guarantee 200 interviews for tour package 
buyers, and tour operators in that city were able to 
sell 186 packages (on top of some rejected in the 
visa interviews). By contrast, tour operators were 
able to sell only 28 packages from Beijing and 20 
from Shanghai.

Beyond the significant investment loss for CTTC, 
the economic loss for the entire state of California 
was even greater. 

At least one state legislature is recognizing the 
economic cost of inaction—particularly with 
regard to China. In February 2011, the Oregon 
Legislative Assembly called upon Congress to 
pass legislation to ease the visa application process 
for Chinese visitors to the United States, citing 
the loss of “millions of investment and tourism 
dollars to Australia, Japan and other countries 
that have adopted less burdensome travel 
visa policies (see sidebar on next page).”63
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As visa demand rises, these 
problems will only get worse

As serious as the problems with the U.S. visa 
system are today, rising demand threatens to 
swamp the already meager resources at U.S. 
embassies and consulates, particularly in rapidly 
developing countries. 

Based on Commerce Department arrival 
projections for 2011, U.S. Travel estimates that 
consulates in Brazil, China and India will need 
to interview approximately 400,000 additional 
travelers seeking entry into the United States. 
By 2015, these offices will need to interview 
an additional 3.6 million people to meet the 
Commerce Department arrival projections.64 

Can U.S. visa offices handle the additional 
strain and still meet the State Department’s 
current 30-day standard at current staffing 
levels and facility space? Not likely, according 
to our research. 

Based on available data such as the number of 
visas issued, the average time spent conducting an 
interview, average and peak wait-time data, and 
the number of total consular officers in Brazil and 
China, we estimated how many hours a day each 
officer would need to work to actually meet the 
State Department’s current 30-day standard in 
these three countries.

To meet the projected demand for interviews in 
2011, officers would need to conduct interviews 
for over 11 hours a day in Brazil, more than 
eight hours a day in China and seven hours a 
day in India. By 2015, if the State Department 
maintains existing staff levels, these numbers 
would jump to more than 21 hours in Brazil, 
nearly 20 in China and more than 12 hours a 
day in India.65

According to the consular websites, however, visa 
interviews are conducted an average of five to six 
hours each day. In Recife, Brazil, interviews are 
scheduled for just four hours each weekday.66

…Oregon’s economy and the United States’ economy 
are losing millions of investment and tourism dollars 
to Australia, Japan and other countries that have 
adopted less burdensome travel visa policies….

…Whereas to obtain a United States nonimmigration 
visa in China, a Chinese citizen must pay a 
nonrefundable fee of at least $140, wait several weeks 
for an appointment with a United States embassy visa 
officer, invest substantial time and money to travel 
hundreds of miles for an interview at one of only 
six United States embassies in China and then stand 
in front of an embassy visa officer for one or two 
minutes while the officer reviews the application and 
documentation provided to prove the applicant will 
return to China after the trip to the United States is 
concluded; and

Whereas by comparison, for a Chinese citizen to 
obtain a Japanese travel visa, the applicant must 
submit in writing and without a personal appearance 
a passport, proof of residency, photographs, a business 
introduction letter, a letter of invitation, proof of 
travel arrangements, a visa application form and a visa 
fee of $32…

…Whereas requiring the presence of the applicant 
for a one- or two-minute interview is antiquated, 
expensive and overly burdensome; and 

Whereas it is important for national security to have a 
rational visa policy that meets valid security concerns 
but eliminates burdensome requirements that do not 
contribute to our national security…

…The Congress of the United States is respectfully 
urged to pass legislation to ease the visa application 
process for Chinese visitors to the United States.

Source: House Joint Memorial 1, Resolution of the 76th Oregon Legislative 
Assembly, 2011 Regular Session, February 23, 2011. The House passed the 
bill 58-0 and it is now awaiting action in the Oregon Senate. 

Oregon house Calls on Congress 
to Ease Visa Application 

Process for Chinese Visitors
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These are not new issues…
and time is running out

The need to improve visa processing efficiency 
and to provide greater transparency around 
consular performance is not new. In 2007, the 
GAO noted that “long waits for visa interviews 
have been a long-standing problem,”67 and it 
put forth extensive recommendations aimed 
at addressing these issues. So did the Secure 
Borders and Open Doors Advisory Committee 
(SBODAC) a year later. The SBODAC said 
it well:

Today, due to travel and trade globalization 
and the new security environment, visa, 
immigration, travel, and related law 
enforcement functions have become vital to 
U.S. diplomacy, security, and prosperity. The 
United States can no longer afford to treat 
them as a “poor stepchild” of the Foreign 
Service system. To close the visa personnel gap 
over the long term, State must fundamentally 
re-examine its model of hiring, training, 
promotion, and retention of personnel 
involved in the mission of travel, border, and 
immigration management.68 

Likewise, the State Department’s OIG has 
issued several reports on Consular Affairs in 
India (2005), Brazil (2008; updated in January 
2010) and China (September 2010), all of which 
call for efficiency improvements to address visa 
bottlenecks and other issues.69 While the India 
report is several years old, it is worth noting the 
OIG’s perspectives on China and Brazil.

Regarding China, the OIG had this to say:

No single factor is driving the growth of 
Mission China more than the demand for 
consular services, which is increasing at 
15 percent a year and is expected to double 
in the next 5 years….The mission’s efforts 
to improve existing consular procedures 
require immediate, high-level attention, as 
do efforts to negotiate an agreement with 
China extending visa validities.70 

The OIG’s January 2010 compliance follow-up 
for Brazil noted that 

[S]hortcomings in consular operations have 
been largely addressed via upgraded facilities, 
more visa officers, and streamlined operations. 
While these steps are positive, they have also 
placed an increased burden on facilities and 
mission financial resources. Washington will 
need to determine whether the greater 
activity and potential gains in Brazil 
warrant further adjustments in personnel 
and financial support. It will also need to 
resolve outstanding issues regarding the 
establishment of American Presence Posts 
(APP) in Brazil.71 

The bottom line: Many federal agencies in 
Washington recognize the shortcomings in 
the U.S. visa process. The time has come for 
Washington to act, not study the problem, in 
order to create a visa process aimed at ensuring 
security while making the United States 
competitive in the global travel marketplace. 

“ …what I learned about 
government officials when 
they testify, they always 
use certain phrases: Soon, 
possible, we’re working on 
it, we have some ideas, we’re 
thinking about it; never a 
timetable until it’s too late.”

 —  SENATor MArK BEGICH (D-AK)
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To assess our ability to compete for visitors from Brazil, China and India and highlight the specific areas in need 
of change, we undertook the following activities: 

■n Examined how the U.S. visa process 
compares with the requirements of our 
leading competitor markets;

■n Reviewed reports on visa operations published 
by the U.S. Government Accountability Office, 
the State Department’s Office of the Inspector 
General, the Travel and Tourism Advisory 
Board and the Secure Borders and Open Doors 
Advisory Committee; 

■n Requested visa processing data from the Bureau of 
Consular Affairs and consular operations in each 
country and received partial responses for review; 

■n Gathered information from the State Department 
website and spoke with former State Department 
officials and immigration attorneys;

■n Surveyed 1,500 travelers from Brazil, China and 
India, each of whom had visited the U.S. in the 
previous 12 months; 

■n Interviewed more than a dozen leading tour 
operators in those three countries about what 
drives people’s perceptions of the U.S. vs. other 
destinations and their decisions on where to travel;

■n Solicited input from business leaders, state tourism 
directors and city convention and visitors bureau 
officials who are keen to increase travel exports to 
the U.S.; and 

■n Updated research from “A Blueprint to Discover 
America” (published in January 2007) and 
“The Lost Decade” (published in February 2010). 

METHoDoloGY
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3
These problems have plagued the U.S. visa 
system for years. On multiple occasions over the 
past decade, the GAO, the U.S. Department 
of State OIG, and federal advisory committees 
and nonpartisan think tanks have noted that 
the State Department does not have a long-term 
strategy for managing visa operations, and have 
recommended initiatives to improve efficiency 
and reduce interview wait times.72 

While the State Department has made progress 
on some fronts, its efforts to date seem to be 
band-aids rather than permanent solutions. Many 
long-standing recommendations have yet to be 
implemented. In order to make real, sustained 
improvements, visa processing can no longer 
remain subordinate to the State Department’s 
other priorities. 

The President and Congress must make the 
secure and efficient issuance of visas a priority 
and hold responsible federal agencies accountable 
for executing this critical mission. As the Secure 
Borders and Open Doors Advisory Committee 
commented upon its conclusion in 2008:

The challenge of finding the proper balance 
between secure borders and open doors for 
travelers, foreign students, foreign workers, 
and commerce must be a focus at the highest 
levels of our government. We acknowledge 
that there is an inherent and unavoidable 
tension between security and openness. This 
tension requires policy analysis and decision 
by the President and the Cabinet, rather 

than expecting mission-oriented agencies… 
to adjudicate the trade-off.73 

We understand the economic reality facing 
our nation and therefore believe government 
resources should be allocated to areas where we 
can expect the highest return on investment. 
For this reason, we recommend focusing first on 
Brazil, China and India, where long-haul travel 
is growing fastest and the visa process has been 
plagued with problems. Another reason to focus 
on these three is that visitors from these countries 
spend the most money while in the United States. 

In fact, many improvements can be made without 
allocating any new funds, by using resources 
already generated by the fees visitors pay for visa 
processing. The State Department assumes each 
consular officer interviews approximately 12,000 
visa applicants every year. With each applicant 
paying a $140 fee, a single consular officer can 
generate as much as $1.68 million in fee revenues. 
Subtracting salary and other overhead costs should 
still generate $1.4 million in fees available to 
improve the processing of nonimmigrant visas.74

Each consular officer also generates valuable 
export earnings through approved visa 
applications. Because each approved visa 
applicant from Brazil, China and India spends 
an average of $5,600 on travel to and within the 
United States,75 a single consular officer in China 
alone represents as much as $65 million of visitor 
spending from Chinese visitors—which in turn 
supports 460 American jobs.76 

CHAPTEr 3:

Recommendations for  
Overcoming barriers to growth 
Many.of.the.barriers.described.in.Chapter.2.are.due.to.less-than-optimal.

consular.efficiency,.inadequate.staffing.to.meet.growing.demand.for.visas.by.

prospective.visitors.to.the.United.States.and.lack.of.access.to.consular.offices.
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E A four-step plan to grow 

our share of global travel

We offer four broad recommendations aimed at 
making the United States more competitive and 
growing our international travel market share:

1. Align Consular Affairs with 
market demands. 

2. Reduce interview wait times 
to 10 days or fewer.

3. Improve planning, measurement 
and transparency. 

4. Expand the Visa Waiver 
Program (VWP). 

ReCoMMendATIon #1:  

ALIgN CONSULAR AffAIRS 
WITh MARKET DEMANDS

Visa processing performance will be a critical 
factor in determining whether the United States 
will regain the global travel market share we 
once held and whether we can match the market 
power our Western European competitors 
currently enjoy in the thriving Brazilian, Chinese 
and Indian travel markets. This effort will require 
a fundamental shift in focus and prioritization 
of international travel by the White House, the 
Departments of State, Homeland Security and 
Commerce, the U.S. Trade Representative and 
Congress. Specifically, we make seven sub-
recommendations aimed at aligning the Bureau 
of Consular Affairs with market demands:

1.1 Prioritize inbound travel to increase 
economic activity and create jobs. 

Given the importance of maximizing our 
competitiveness in this important export sector, 
U.S. Travel urges the Administration to issue a 
Presidential Directive:

■➔ Recapture 17 percent of the global 
long-haul travel market and match 
Western Europe’s current share in the 
Brazil, China and India markets by 2015.

1.2 Incorporate export growth and 
competitiveness into mission 
and performance measures. 

The self-described mission of the State 
Department’s Bureau of Consular Affairs is 
“to strengthen the security of United States 
borders through the vigilant adjudication of 
visas and passports.” The mission makes no 
mention of the global competition for travelers 
or facilitating commerce and export growth. 
As important as the security aspects of visa 
processing are, we cannot avoid the fact that 
8 percent of total U.S. domestic exports of goods 
and services in 2010 were directly dependent on 
the performance of our visa process.

If the State Department is truly committed to 
helping U.S. companies maximize our export 
potential, Consular Affairs must serve as more 
than a goalkeeper for the visa system—it must 
contribute to offensive efforts as well. This 
means designing a visa system that is secure yet 
able to manage variations in applicant volume. 
Likewise it should be efficient, user friendly, 
and welcoming for legitimate travelers.

Change will be difficult to implement without 
fundamentally realigning Consular Affairs with 
the national goals of competitiveness and export 
growth. It should be clearly stated: the goals of 
economic competitiveness and border protection 
are not mutually exclusive; they can and should 
be mutually reinforcing. Not only are we capable 
of designing a visa system that is both efficient 
and effective—in order to achieve the nation’s 
ambitious export goals, it is imperative we do so. 

Specifically, we recommend:

■n The formal inclusion of economic 
competitiveness into the mission of the 
Bureau of Consular Affairs; 

■n The establishment of formal goals 
related to capturing a greater share of 
international travel;
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■n The development of performance 
measurements focused on efficient and 
user-friendly visa processing (see also 
Recommendation 3). 

Changes in mindset and mission are often 
quickly dismissed as nothing more than smiling 
consular officers and colorful waiting rooms. 
These details do make a difference—but a 
customer-oriented mindset means much more. 
It means implementing more concrete changes, 
such as:

■n being efficient and responsive to 
applicants’ questions; 

■n making the process more predictable 
and transparent; 

■n incorporating technologies that reduce 
the need to travel long distances for 
interviews; and 

■n taking other steps that demonstrate respect 
for applicants’ time and a desire to win 
their business. 

A customer-oriented mindset 
means demonstrating respect 
for applicants’ time and a 
desire to win their business; 
being efficient and responsive, 
predictable and transparent; and 
incorporating technologies to 
reduce applicants’ travel time.

1.3 Expand the reach of 
consular services. 

The distance applicants must travel for a 
face-to-face interview—sometimes hundreds 
of miles—poses a major deterrent to potential 
visitors. There are a variety of alternatives to the 
20th century fixed-location approach currently 
used. For example, secure videoconferencing 
technology can immediately extend the reach of 
U.S. consulates in Brazil, China and India and 
satisfy the face-to-face interview requirement 

while easing the travel burden for thousands 
of visa applicants. 

While constructing additional consulates is 
also an option, videoconferencing technology 
can improve consular accessibility much 
more quickly and much less expensively. 
Videoconferencing technology also provides an 
avenue to increase the security of the interview 
since every session can be recorded—and to 
allow more experienced U.S.-based officers to 
participate in the process. Like many other 
federal agencies, the State Department routinely 
uses videoconferencing technology at all U.S. 
consulates. However, the State Department 
reports it would need a congressional directive 
to pilot videoconferencing technology for 
visa interviews. 

■➔ We urge Congress to instruct the Secretary 
of State to immediately develop and 
conduct a pilot program in Brazil, China 
or India using secure videoconferencing 
technology to interview applicants. The 
State Department should consult with 
other federal agencies that currently use 
such technology to ensure the security of 
the transmission and encryption. 

There are several possible ways to move 
a pilot forward. For instance, the State 
Department could:

■n Partner with the private sector to identify 
and fund suitable videoconferencing 
locations. 

■n Use offsite visa processing facilities 
to serve as test locations for visa 
videoconferencing. In Brazil, for example, 
the State Department has six offices across 
the country but visa interviews are not 
conducted in these locations.

■n Add a visa videoconferencing pilot to the 
ongoing U.S.-India Open Government 
Dialogue, through which the two 
countries are sharing best practices in 
working toward improved services and 
democratic accountability.77
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The State Department should provide periodic 
mobile interview opportunities in cities where 
there is no U.S. consulate. These could be 
provided on a rotating basis, so that potential 
visitors have an alternative to traveling 
hundreds of miles to obtain an interview. 
Partners such as the American Chamber of 
Commerce (AmCham) could provide facilities 
and infrastructure with which to conduct 
these interviews. 

1.5 Prepare strategic plan for 
opening additional visa offices 
in brazil, China and India. 

Given the projected demand in these three 
countries, additional facilities may be necessary 
in order to meet the need for interviews. 
Unfortunately, the State Department has not 
demonstrated a strong track record when 
planning for construction and expansion, as 
suggested by this GAO report: 

Although State has taken steps to improve 
consular facilities and has plans to rebuild 
a number of posts, it is unclear whether 
the facilities will be adequate to handle 
the future demand….For example, even 
though a new embassy construction project 
is currently under way in Beijing, China, 
State officials indicated that the number of 
planned interviewing windows and space in 
the new facility will be insufficient to allow 
for future increases in visa demand.78

We urge the State Department to undertake 
long-term facilities planning based on realistic 
demand projections, population density 
and income distribution in order to select 
new locations that are best able to serve 
addressable markets.

1.6 Make online consular services 
more user-friendly. 

The State Department can make it easier for 
potential visitors to navigate the visa process by 
improving all consular websites, standardizing 
them worldwide, making them easy to use and 
consistent in guiding applicants. Applicants 
should be able to easily translate all sections of 
the online visa application and to submit and 
print their information in English or in their 
native language.

1.7 Provide customer service 
training to consular officers. 

Each contact with a potential visitor to the 
United States is a public diplomacy opportunity, 
a chance for our consular officers to present a 
favorable impression of our country. To that 
end, the State Department should ensure that 
applicants have basic needs met when waiting 
at consular offices—from sufficient space in 
interview waiting areas, to clear signage, to 
adequate restroom facilities, to availability of 
food and beverages. 

Hospitality is at the heart of the travel industry, 
and the industry would be an effective partner 
in advising the State Department on how to 
improve the customer experience of the visa 
process. We would welcome the opportunity 
to assist the State Department in providing 
best-practice instruction and customer service 
training to consular officers and recommending 
improvements to on-site customer services 
and amenities.
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ReCoMMendATIon #2:  

REDUCE WAIT TIMES 
fOR INTERVIEWS TO 
10 DAyS OR fEWER

The world travel market today is characterized 
by ease of movement, abundant choices and an 
ever-shrinking window in which travelers decide 
where and when to take their next trip. In this 
highly competitive environment, asking travelers 
and their families to wait 30 days or more just to 
get an interview for a visa is enough to knock the 
United States out of the running. 

Asking travelers to build weeks—

and sometimes months—of 

uncertainty and waiting into 

their travel planning process is 

simply unacceptable. 

Many of the negative perceptions toward the 
U.S. visa process could be overcome by simply 
developing a shorter, more predictable timeframe 
for applying for a visa. 

■➔ Based on available data concerning travel 
habits, booking patterns, and generally 
accepted marketing principles, the U.S. 
standard for visa processing should be 
10 days or fewer.

This goal sounds ambitious compared with 
our current performance, but it is attainable 
and essential in order to be competitive in this 
market. There are a variety of simple changes 
that can be made, including improving planning 
and staffing models, adding new staff, reassigning 
existing resources and consular staff, and waiving 
in-person interviews in some targeted instances; 
below, we make nine specific recommendations. 

As described earlier, most important of all is a 
shift to a new mindset—one that injects market 
competitiveness into consular operations.

To improve our visa process, we recommend 
focusing first on Brazil, China and India, where 
long-haul travel is growing fastest and visitors 
are spending the most money while in the 
United States. 

2.1 Implement a more flexible 
staffing model. 

To meet the increasing demand for visas in 
Brazil, China and India, the State Department 
must fundamentally re-examine its model of 
hiring Consular Affairs personnel. As part 
of this undertaking, the State Department 
should move to a more flexible system that 
includes hiring individuals who do not join 
the State Department as Foreign Service 
officers but concentrate solely on processing 
nonimmigrant visas.

These “Limited Non-career Appointment” 
(LNA) consular officers could be hired for one-
year appointments that could be renewed up to 
10 years. LNA officers would receive the same 
visa processing training as career Foreign Service 
officers and would need to pass the same security 
clearance and language proficiency exams. 

Building a corps of LNA officers, instead of 
permanently increasing the ranks of full-time 
career Foreign Service officers, offers at least 
two benefits. 

First, it will allow the State Department to 
create a dedicated workforce to process visas in 
high-growth markets. Currently, career consular 
officers must split their limited time among 
providing nonimmigrant visa processing services, 
immigrant visa services and a wide range of 
other services for U.S. citizens traveling or living 
overseas—including assisting with legal matters, 
locating missing citizens and getting appropriate 
health care in emergency situations.  
 
Second, it will allow the State Department to 
focus resources where they are most needed 
and at the time when they are most beneficial. 
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approximately $120,000 for the first year and 
$106,000 for each additional year. The current 
cost for career consular officers is $400,000 and 
$200,000, respectively.79 Since each officer will 
generate millions in fees from visa applicants, 
they are fully funded without additional 
federal appropriations. 

2.2 Increase staffing. 

The most productive and effective way to 
alleviate visa demand pressures in Brazil, China 
and India is for the State Department to hire 
LNAs to boost staff productivity, lighten heavy 
visa workloads and shorten visa wait times. 
The State Department has taken such actions 
before. According to a 2007 GAO report, visa 
delays in India in August 2006 were topping 140 
days in some posts. To counter excessive wait 
times, the State Department sent a contingent 
of temporary duty officers to focus on visa 
processing. The GAO reported that the U.S. 
ambassador to India also made lowering visa 
wait times “the primary objective of all India 
posts.” As a result, by April 2007 all posts in 
India reported interview wait times of less than 
two weeks.80

For the United States to match Western Europe’s 
current market share in these three countries 
by 2015, we will need to increase the number 
of interviews conducted from an expected 
2.6 million in 2011 to 8.4 million by 2015. To 
meet this demand while maintaining a 10-day 
processing standard even during peak travel 
periods and pull even with Western Europe, U.S. 
Travel estimates that 437 LNAs will have to be 
added to the current workforce by 2015: 

■n 73 in Brazil;
■n 250 in China; and 
■n 114 in India.81 

Once the immediate demand pressures are 
alleviated, the State Department will need 
to assess how many LNAs dedicated to 
nonimmigrant visa processing are needed on a 
permanent basis in each country to maintain the 
10-day visa processing goal and to meet ongoing 
high levels of demand.

2.3 Reassign consular officers to 
high-demand markets. 

The State Department should also consider 
reassigning consular officers from countries that 
are currently capable of meeting visa demand to 
Brazil, China and India. Since 2007, the State 
Department has moved 74 officers from lower- 
to higher-priority posts: 24 slots went to Brazil, 
24 to China and 14 to India.82

U.S. Travel recommends the State Department 
act now to send additional consular officers 
for one- to two-year tours in Brazil, China 
and India. However, this transfer of resources 
will be successful only if these officers are 
focused solely on meeting heavy demand for 
nonimmigrant visas. 

2.4 Make it more efficient for 
travelers to renew visas. 

The State Department spends a great deal of 
time processing visa renewal applications for 
individuals who have already been vetted and 
approved for entry into the United States. 
The State Department often fails to exercise 
the limited flexibility available to it to waive 
in-person interviews. We recommend the State 
Department develop and/or promote fast track 
or easy renewal processes wherever possible, 
particularly in Brazil, China and India.

■n Brazil. The Fast Track Renewal Program 
allows Brazilian applicants who are renewing 
U.S. visas that are still valid or expired for less 
than a year to receive expedited appointments 
and to complete the renewal process without 
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an in-person interview by a consular officer. 
However, the program currently is available 
only at the Rio de Janeiro and Recife 
consulates. The State Department should 
expand the Fast Track Renewal Program to all 
Brazilian consulates. 

■n China. To improve efficiency in China, the 
State Department has begun to mandate that 
anyone in Beijing who is renewing a U.S. visa 
that is still valid or expired for less than a year 
use the CITIC Bank Drop-off Visa Renewal 
Service. This service allows applicants who 
are renewing U.S. visas that are still valid or 
expired for less than a year and who meet 
additional guidelines to simply submit their 
visa application via CITIC Bank. This spares 
the applicant the need to appear again for an 
in-person interview with a consular officer 
unless the State Department deems that an 
in-person interview is necessary. The CITIC 
Bank Drop-Off Visa Renewal Service is 
available at other Chinese consulates, but not 
mandatory. The State Department should 
promote the CITIC Bank Drop-off Visa 
Renewal Service. 

■n India. The State Department should develop 
a visa renewal service that allows Indian 
applicants to renew U.S. visas that are still 
valid or expired for less than a year. As for 
the programs described above, this service 
would enable applicants to complete the visa 
process without having to be interviewed 
by a consular officer again or to take the 
application to a consulate. 

2.5 Allow existing visa holders to 
renew in the United States.

The State Department should resume domestic 
reissuance of visas for business travelers in 
categories E, H, I, L, O and P, rather than 
requiring them to return to their home 
countries. It should also expand domestic visa 
reissuance to include student (F) and exchange 

visitor (J) visas. To qualify, visa holders must 
have maintained their status and apply for the 
same visa classification six months before their 
status expires.

2.6 Utilize demand management 
tools and techniques. 

As reported by the GAO in its 2007 study of the 
visa process, both the private and public sectors 
have for years used techniques to analyze and 
predict periods of high user demand and tools to 
lower user wait times.83

The State Department should apply similar rigor 
to understand the key factors that impact visa 
demand, interview wait times and the number of 
staff necessary to streamline visa processing. The 
private sector has developed many innovative 
solutions for improving customer processing 
efficiency and stands ready to partner with 
the State Department in determining what 
management methods and models can optimize 
visa processing. 

2.7 Improve productivity. 

One of the variables needed to understand the 
throughput of a consulate is the amount of time 
officers spend actually interviewing applicants. 
Once the State Department hires a dedicated 
group of LNA consular officers to focus solely 
on processing nonimmigrant interviews, these 
officers should work on visa interviews for a 
minimum of 6 hours per day at all consulates. 

Until then, consulates should offer Saturday 
interviews and extend the interview window 
hours of operation each day until they are 
able to reduce wait times to 10 days. In 
addition, using double shifts to make greater 
use of existing interview space would help to 
improve productivity.



40

R
e

A
d

y
 f

o
R

 T
A

k
e

o
f

f
 

n
 

U
.S

. 
T

R
A

V
E

L
 A

S
S

O
C

IA
T

IO
N

3

C
H

A
P

T
E

r
 T

H
r

E
E 2.8 Incentivize visitors to 

submit applications during 
low-peak seasons. 

There is no mystery surrounding one of the 
greatest contributing factors to high visa 
demand: the summer travel season. Given that 
visa interview wait times typically lengthen 
during the summer months, we recommend 
that the State Department lower visa application 
fees during off-peak seasons to give travelers 
the incentive to apply for visas when demand 
is lower. The overall increase in visa application 
volume will surely make up for lower per-
application fees. By increasing incentives 
and tiered peak and off-peak fees, the State 
Department can begin to spread demand across 
all four seasons and make visa demand more 
manageable overall. 

2.9 Provide option to expedite 
visas at higher cost. 

Just as the State Department charges an extra fee 
to expedite the processing of a U.S. passport, so 
too should it charge an extra fee to expedite the 
processing of a nonimmigrant visa. The extra 
fee should be sufficient to cover the necessary 
costs required to expand processing capacity at 
consular offices. 

ReCoMMendATIon #3:  

IMPROVE PLANNINg, 
MEASUREMENT AND 
TRANSPARENCy 

What gets measured gets managed. In order to 
plan better and compete more effectively, the 
State Department must significantly improve 
its planning, performance measurement and 
reporting on the processing of visa applications. 
Planning, measurement and reporting are critical 
building blocks of the needed shift in mindset 
and mission. 

The following data should be monitored 
regularly and become the foundation of State 
Department planning:

■n What is the forecasted demand for travel 
visas in each geographical market?

■n How does the State Department forecast 
compare to the Commerce Department’s 
arrival projections for the next five years?

■n What is the State Department’s ability to 
meet this forecasted demand—and how 
will wait times be impacted?

■n What impact do visa delays have on 
visa demand?

■n How big is the “untapped demand” for 
visas—travelers who wish to visit the 
United States but do not even apply due 
to current hassles?

■n How do our processes compare with 
those of competitor countries, in terms of 
distance to consulates, cost, wait times, 
information required and overall speed?

■n How does charging different fees for 
peak and off-peak season applications 
impact demand?

■n What comments and complaints are being 
made by applicants, and what steps are 
being taken to respond in response?



41

R
e

A
d

y
 f

o
R

 T
A

k
e

o
f

f
 

n
 

U
.S

. T
R

A
V

E
L

 A
S

S
O

C
IA

T
IO

N
C

H
A

P
T

E
r

 T
H

r
E

E

3

■n What trends in the broader travel market 
(e.g., changes in airline schedules and trade 
agreements) will affect demand for visas 
and the need for new or expanded visa 
processing facilities?

3.1 Create performance measures. 

The Departments of State, Commerce, 
Homeland Security and Transportation, along 
with the U.S. Trade Representative (USTR), 
should develop and implement performance 
measures to guide decision-making and improve 
their focus on maximizing export growth in 
travel from both traditional markets and key 
emerging economies. 

Because of the importance of the visa process 
to U.S. export growth, we recommend that the 
USTR assess the impact that visa delays have 
on overall visa demand and travel exports. We 
also suggest that the USTR seek to measure 
untapped demand: estimating those travelers 
who want to come to the United States but never 
bother to apply because they are deterred by the 
burdensome process.

The State Department should emphasize 
performance measures related to visa wait times 
and processing speed. As the GAO noted in its 
report on the visa process, 

State officials have…said that visa wait 
time data was not originally designed for 
the purpose of performance measurement 
but to provide applicants with information 
on interview availability. According to 
the State Department, a current goal 
of the Bureau of Consular Affairs is to 
refine collection standards for wait times 
information to provide more uniform and 
transparent information to applicants and 
management; however, the bureau has not 
yet done so.84

Nearly four years have passed since this GAO 
report was published.

3.2 Conduct annual 
performance evaluations. 

A consistent set of metrics that indicate 
the efficiency, effectiveness and consumer 
friendliness of visa application and adjudication 
should be maintained over time and used to 
analyze and continually improve performance 
and optimize deployment of resources. The State 
Department and the Department of Homeland 
Security should jointly refine these metrics and 
develop a clear plan, protocols and oversight to 
ensure that the data collected are fed back into 
the system to improve performance. 

Performance related to visa application and 
adjudication and to the entry of international 
travelers, both citizens and non-citizens, 
should be benchmarked on a global basis. 
For example—and most immediately—the 
State Department needs to develop short- and 
long-term plans for addressing visa processing 
problems in Brazil, China and India and measure 
its visa processing performance against Western 
European countries. State should develop a 
formal tracking mechanism to measure results, 
and the GAO should evaluate progress annually; 
both the State report and GAO assessment 
should be submitted to Congress for review. 

The State Department should report annually 
to the President and Congress, describing 
overall progress toward the goals of recapturing 
17 percent of the world travel market and 
matching Western Europe’s market share in 
Brazil, China and India by 2015.
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applicant backlogs. 

The lack of reliable information regarding 
applicant backlogs makes it more difficult to 
recommend or implement solutions. The GAO 
reported, “Wait times generally do not provide a 
sense of applicant backlog, which is the number 
of people who are waiting to be scheduled for an 
appointment or the number of people who have 
an appointment but have yet to be seen.”85

In order to better understand and manage 
workload, staffing and throughput, it is critical 
that the State Department develop a better 
measure of applicant backlogs and use that 
information to deploy resources more efficiently. 

3.4 End artificial limits on interview dates. 

The State Department should set a standard for 
capping interview dates at consulates to prevent 
consulates from artificially limiting appointment 
dates, which only serves to mislead applicants 
about actual interview wait times. 

3.5 Increase information transparency. 

The lack of reliable information about the visa 
system, its current performance and its ability 
to meet future demand makes it all the more 
difficult to make improvements. President 
Obama pledged to make his administration the 
most open and transparent in history. But for 
visa system stakeholders, the process appears 
to operate in a “black box,” with the causes of 
underperformance hidden from view. 

Improving the performance and 
competitiveness of the U.S. visa processing 
system must begin with transparency. We 
recommend ongoing public information 
sharing of the following data:

■n Monthly visa interview wait times for 
each consulate so that travelers can view 
historical information and make informed 
decisions about when to apply. 

■n Consulate throughput capacity and ability 
to meet projected visa demand.

“ Transparency promotes accountability and provides information for citizens 
about what their Government is doing. Information maintained by the Federal 
Government is a national asset. My Administration will take appropriate action, 
consistent with law and policy, to disclose information rapidly in forms that 
the public can readily find and use. Executive departments and agencies 
should harness new technologies to put information about their operations and 
decisions online and readily available to the public. Executive departments and 
agencies should also solicit public feedback to identify information of greatest 
use to the public.”

 —  PrESIDENT BArACK oBAMA  
Memorandum to the heads of Executive Departments and Agencies, January 21, 2009
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3.6 Act on performance reviews. 

The State Department should monitor and 
compile results of supervisory reviews—by 
adjudicator, visa category, post, country, and 
globally—to ensure that supervisory reviews 
of adjudications are conducted in a timely, 
consistent, and complete manner to derive 
lessons learned and to set benchmarks to 
improve outcomes over time. Current rules 
require supervisory personnel to review at least 
10 percent of overall refusals based on certain 
criteria and assisted by randomized computer 
selection. The findings from these reviews should 
be documented and analyzed annually.

ReCoMMendATIon #4:  

ExPAND ThE VISA 
WAIVER PROgRAM 

The most economical and powerful step the 
U.S. government can take to improve the 
performance and competitiveness of the 
visa processing system while maintaining 
national security is to expand the Visa Waiver 
Program (VWP). 

Visitors from VWP countries played a leading 
role in making travel the leading service export 
for our nation. VWP countries are the largest 
source of inbound overseas travel to the United 
States. In 2010, more than 17 million VWP 
visitors, 65 percent of all visitors from overseas, 
traveled to the United States. While here, they 
spent nearly $61 billion, including international 
airfares, supporting 433,000 American jobs 
along with $12 billion in payroll, and generating 
$9 billion in government tax revenues. 

Countries in the VWP must agree to adopt 
strict security measures, strong travel document 
standards and enhanced information-sharing 
agreements with the United States. In addition, 
each traveler from a participating country 

must obtain pre-clearance to board a flight to 
the U.S. through the Electronic System Travel 
Authorization. Working with Brazil and Chile 
to adopt these enhanced security measures 
would enhance U.S. security and strengthen our 
partnerships around the world.

4.1 begin formal bilateral VWP 
negotiations with selected countries. 

The Administration should take immediate 
steps to expand the VWP by beginning formal 
bilateral negotiations with potentially qualifying 
nations such as Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Poland 
and Taiwan which are interested in, but not 
yet eligible for, inclusion in the program. These 
countries already have visa-free status with 
many Western European countries and are 
important allies of the United States. Pursuing 
visa waiver status with these countries would be 
a welcome sign that the U.S. understands the 
value of increased bilateral travel with key allies. 
The goal: to have these countries join the VWP 
within a two-year timeframe.

There is a strong precedent for this approach. 
In February 2005, President Bush announced 
that the United States would open bilateral 
discussions with 13 “road map” countries that 
were seeking admission into the VWP. These 
bilateral discussions provided a venue for 
the Departments of Homeland Security and 
State to communicate the program’s statutory 
requirements with these countries and develop 
a strategy to help them meet the VWP criteria. 
For instance, the State Department tasked U.S. 
embassies in the road map countries to form 
working groups with the host governments to 
discuss the VWP process. These groups agreed 
on specific actions that each country needed to 
take to be considered for program membership. 
In 2008, seven of the road map countries 
satisfied the requirements and were admitted 
into the VWP. 
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refusals, for VWP qualification. 

Congress should modify the requirements for 
entrance into the VWP by shifting emphasis 
to overstay rates rather than interview refusal 
rates. The current standard for Visa Waiver 
Program participation is that less than 3 percent 
of visa applications are refused. However, this 
measure is highly arbitrary, easily influenced 
by the particular standards of a consulate or an 
individual officer. 

We support S. 497/H.R. 959, the Secure Travel 
and Counterterrorism Partnership Act of 2011, 
legislation introduced by Sen. Barbara Mikulski 
(D-Md.), Sen. Mark Kirk (R-Ill.) and Rep. Mike 
Quigley (D-Ill.). This legislation would replace 
the current standard with a requirement that 
focuses on the visa overstay rate. Countries with 
an overstay rate of not greater than 3 percent 
for the preceding fiscal year would be eligible 
for admission.86 

This standard is both a fairer and more logical 
method to determine which countries are 
suitable candidates for the program. It would 
utilize the significant improvements made by the 
Department of Homeland Security in tracking 
overstay rates via airline departure records. 

4.3 Eliminate “I” visa requirements. 

Congress should eliminate the media or “I” visa 
requirement for journalists from Visa Waiver 
Program countries traveling to the United States 
for media activities. This outdated requirement 
from the creation of the VWP has outlived its 
usefulness. The international media are the 
most important channel the United States has 
promoting a positive image overseas. We should 
make it easier for these journalists to visit and 
spread the word back home. 

COUNTRy-SPECIfIC 
RECOMMENDATIONS

In addition to our general recommendations 
above, we recommend the following specific 
actions to encourage and facilitate travel to the 
United States from Brazil, China and India.

  brazil

■n Expand programs to 
expedite visa processing for 
business travelers. Three 
programs provide expedited 
visa processing services 
for business travelers from 
Brazil: the Business Travel Program, Business 
Travel Plus and the AmCham Program. These 
programs should be expanded throughout 
all of the Brazilian consulates, and all should 
allow for a spouse or children to apply for visas 
along with the business traveler. 

■n Strengthen alliance with travel agents. The 
current Travel Agency Program partners with 
the Brazilian Association of Travel Agencies 
(ABAV) in Rio de Janeiro, ABAV Minas, 
and ABAV Espírito Santo travel agencies. 
The partnership enables visa applicants to 
make interview appointments through these 
agencies. The Travel Agency Program should be 
expanded to include additional tour operators 
and should be available at all consulates. 

■n Make consular services more affordable 
and accessible to travelers. By providing 
visa interviews at locations in addition to 
its consulates, the State Department would 
lower the significant investments of time 
and money many applicants must make for 
a chance to visit the United States. One way 
to do this would be through the creation of 
sub-consular American Presence Posts, where 
Brazilians might obtain visas without having 
to trek all the way to Brasilia, Sao Paulo, Rio 
de Janeiro or Recife. The State Department 
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should conduct in-person interviews and 
allow for interviews via videoconferencing at 
its facilities in the following cities: 

■n Foreign Commercial Service 
– Belo Horizonte; 

■n Consular Agency – Belém; 
■n Consular Agency – Fortaleza; 
■n Consular Agency – Manaus; 
■n Consular Agency – Porto Alegre; and
■n Consular Agency – Salvador.

 China 

■n Extend visa validity 
period. There are 
many obstacles to 
maximizing the 
number of Chinese 
visitors to the United States. One of the 
primary barriers is the fact that a Chinese 
national must apply for a new U.S. visa every 
year. Other international visitors to the United 
States can receive a 10-year, multiple-entry 
visa. The State Department should negotiate 
an agreement with the Chinese government 
to grant Chinese travelers visas that are valid 
for at least five years, regardless of whether 
China extends the visa validity period for 
U.S. travelers. 

As noted in the OIG’s September 2010 report, 
the China Mission should immediately take 
action to negotiate a longer visa validity period 
for businesspeople, tourists and students in 
order to significantly improve productivity in 
visa processing.87 The State Department should 
also immediately implement an incremental 
increase in visa terms for Chinese travelers from 
one year to five years and, finally, to 10 years.

■n Encourage more group travel. Chinese group 
tours are a vital source of visitors to the United 
States. We should encourage growth of this 
important market. Building upon the China-
U.S. memorandum of understanding for 

travel, the State Department should increase 
the number of group travel visa appointments. 
Participating tour operators should be 
guaranteed a certain number of visa interview 
slots for their clients each month. This program 
should be provided at all visa processing 
consulates in China. 

■n Implement the Global Support Strategy. The 
Bureau of Consular Affairs’ Global Support 
Strategy provides a range of visa processing 
services at locations outside consular facilities, 
including call centers that answer questions 
about visa services and collection of biometric 
data (including photos and fingerprints) 
and fees. These support services enable 
consular interview windows to focus on visa 
adjudications and higher-value tasks. China 
is among the last posts scheduled to receive 
these services. We recommend that the State 
Department implement the Global Support 
Strategy immediately.88

 India

■n Expand the Business 
Executive Program. 
The Business 
Executive Program 
provides business 
travelers priority visa 
appointments and 
access to a dedicated help desk. Membership 
is limited to larger companies with physical 
locations in India that demonstrate a significant 
need for visas each year. The State Department 
should lower the size threshold it uses to allow 
a company to participate, enabling more 
companies to benefit from the program. The 
program should also be expanded to assist 
companies that offer employees incentive 
travel awards to the United States to reward 
them for increasing sales or productivity or for 
improving service and quality performance. 
To encourage incentive travel awards to the 
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the State Department will process award 
winners’ visas efficiently. The Business 
Executive Program could provide this type of 
high-priority service. 

■n Encourage more group travel. The State 
Department should create a preferred 
tour operator program for visa interview 
appointments and make it available at all 
consulates in India. The program would 
guarantee participating tour operators a set 
number of visa interview slots each month for 
their clients. For smaller tour operators that 
do not qualify for the preferred tour operator 
program, the State Department should offer 
access to a dedicated telephone help line.

■n Increase foreign language training for 
consular officers. While many people in India 
speak English, Hindi is the official language 
and there are 18 other major languages spoken 
throughout the country. Tour operators 
report that the U.S. consulates in India lack 
sufficient consular officers that can conduct a 
visa interview in Hindi or other key languages. 
Therefore, we encourage the State Department 
to provide additional language training for 
consular officers in India in order to meet 
this need. 
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