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Bay Area Immigrants and COVID-19

•79,621 Confirmed COVID-19 
Deaths in California1

 
•6,793 Deaths confirmed in Bay 
Area2

•Approximately 1M noncitizens in the 
Bay Area (14% of the total 
population)3

1. California Department of Public Health Tracking COVID-19 in California (updated February 2, 2022)
2. Id. using data from San Francisco, Alameda, Contra Costa, Sonoma, Santa Clara, and Marin counties.
3. U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey 2019 

Image credit: New Americans Campaign, Map and Charts of the Eligible to Naturalize Population

Provide Immigration Services and 
Maintain Safety and Health

• Great need for immigration and naturalization services

• Can’t provide those services if you are sick, exhausted, or hospitalized4

• Reduce physical contact to reduce risk

• Embrace technology to empower your practice and your clients

4. Remember your ethical duty to provide competent representation (see CPRC Rule 1.1(b), includes “mental, emotional, and physical ability.”)

https://covid19.ca.gov/state-dashboard/#location-california
https://data.census.gov/cedsci/table?q=San%20Francisco%20County,%20California&t=Citizenship&g=0500000US06001,06013,06041,06081,06085,06097&tid=ACSDT1Y2019.B05001
https://www.newamericanscampaign.org/CitizenshipEligibleMap/
https://www.calbar.ca.gov/Portals/0/documents/rules/Rule_1.1.pdf


Overview

•Electronic signatures
•Requesting Accommodations 
•Canceling or rescheduling an 
interview due to COVID-19

•Remote attorney appearances
•Original documents

USCIS Policies
•Communicating virtually
•Sending/Receiving documents
•Virtual naturalization or 
immigration workshops 

•Telephonic appearances
•Attorney/client relationship

Best Practices

USCIS Policy Changes

•Not many substantive changes in 
the past two years re pandemic5

•Relaxed deadlines on responding to 
RFEs, NOIDs, and appeal requests6

•Implemented COVID-19 measures 
for visiting ASC and field offices

•EOS/COS and VWP satisfactory 
departure flexibility 

5. See full list of USCIS COVID-19 policy responses at https://www.uscis.gov/about-us/uscis-response-to-covid-19 
6. Added 60 days to most deadlines for response and additional 60 days to deadline to request N-336 or I-290. See USCIS Bulletin on Dec. 30, 2021

USCIS Policy:
Electronic Signatures

• In most cases, NO electronic signatures 
accepted on USCIS forms at this time

• USCIS will accept printed copy or photocopy of 
an original “wet” signature7

• Electronic signatures allowed where benefit 
can be applied for electronically8

• This includes signatures by applicants, 
attorney, household member, doctor, etc.

7. See USCIS News Alert published March 20, 2020. Also, see list of USCIS COVID-19 policy responses at https://www.uscis.gov/about-us/uscis-response-to-covid-19 
8. See USCIS Policy Manual Vol. 1 Part B Chapter 2 and list of USCIS forms which can be filed electronically

https://www.uscis.gov/about-us/uscis-response-to-covid-19
https://www.uscis.gov/newsroom/alerts/uscis-extends-flexibility-for-responding-to-agency-requests-0
https://www.uscis.gov/news/alerts/uscis-announces-flexibility-in-submitting-required-signatures-during-covid-19-national-emergency
https://www.uscis.gov/about-us/uscis-response-to-covid-19
https://www.uscis.gov/policy-manual/volume-1-part-b-chapter-2
https://www.uscis.gov/file-online/forms-available-to-file-online


USCIS Policy:
Requesting Accommodations

• USCIS will provide accommodations for clients 
who have issues accessing parts of the 
process due to a disability/limitation (e.g., 
mobile biometrics)

• Request these accommodations by phone or 
online9

• Make sure to follow up and to provide specific 
cause for any accommodation (especially if 
related to health/COVID-19)

9. Request disability accommodation by phone at 1-800-375-5285 or online at https://egov.uscis.gov/e-request/displayAccomForm.do?entryPoint=init&sroPageType=accommodations

USCIS Policy:
Biometrics and Interviews

• USCIS has been reusing previously stored 
biometrics as opposed to scheduling

• Clients will still be expected to show up for 
interview appointments

• Remote interviews (e.g., hospital or home 
interview) are possible, but will need to provide 
medical evidence this is necessary

• COVID-19 policies may work against remote 
interviews being scheduled

USCIS Policy:
Telephonic Appearance for Attorney

• USCIS allows for attorneys to appear in-person 
or telephonically

• Must have G-28 on file or have client present 
one at the interview

• Client can waive attorney appearance

https://egov.uscis.gov/e-request/displayAccomForm.do?entryPoint=init&sroPageType=accommodations


USCIS Policy:
Original Documents

• USCIS generally does NOT require original 
documents to be submitted10

• Exceptions: Medical exams, passport photos, 
and checks

• USCIS can request original document any time 
copy is submitted11

• Certified criminal dispositions can be submitted 
as copy so long as original is certified

10. See USCIS Policy Manual Vol 7 Part A Chapter 4. 
11. 8 CFR Section 103.2(b)(5)

Meanwhile…
at the National Visa Center

• Applications, visa fees, and documents 
submitted electronically via portal

• Passport photos uploaded as images
• NO originals sent to NVC
• Original documents should be presented at 

consular interview

Best Practices:
Core Values

• Use technology to reach clients despite geography and language

• Provide competent services by protecting your mental and physical health

• Protect the client and their loved ones by reducing physical contact

• Bring your practice into the future and bring your client with you

https://www.uscis.gov/policy-manual/volume-7-part-a-chapter-4
https://www.ecfr.gov/current/title-8/chapter-I/subchapter-B/part-103/subpart-A/section-103.2


Best Practices:
Videoconference with Clients

• Encourage clients to have meetings with you 
via videoconference platform

• Google Meet and Zoom
• WhatsApp, Facebook, Skype, Facetime
• Send email or text detailing what documents or 

information you need before the meeting
• Use interpreter/translator platform like Tarjimly 

to provide language capacity

Best Practices:
Sending/Receiving Documents

• Use encrypted email for all documents if 
possible

• Use Google Voice/WhatsApp to send/receive 
documents as photos to clients’ phones

• Mobile apps allow for photo-scan to PDF
• Give option to mail physical documents or pick 

up/drop off at office front desk location
• Be versatile – adapt to clients’ needs

Best Practices:
Signatures

• Use e-signature for contracts
• For USCIS signatures:

a.Email to clients and instruct to print, sign, and scan

b.Mail to clients and instruct to sign and mail back

c.Prepare for signature at office location

• Save “wet” signature per USCIS policy
• Stress client review of all documents before 

signing USCIS forms and filing

https://www.tarjim.ly/en


Virtual Immigration/Naturalization 
Workshops

• Screen participants for eligibility

• Complete & Review basic USCIS forms for eligible participants

• Connect participants with legal resources or attorneys when needed

• Remove barriers preventing community members from applying for 
citizenship or other benefits (e.g., EAD or green card renewal)

Collaborating with Community

• Legal providers generally have attorneys but lack connection to 
community

• Partnering with CBO or local university/college is great way to access 
motivated volunteers and outreach channels

• CBOs have trust and access to immigrant communities

• Opportunity to educate non-attorney volunteers on immigration

Two Frameworks

• Focuses on non-attorney volunteers
• Volunteers screen participants for 
general eligibility

• If eligible, volunteers fill out USCIS 
forms for the participants

• Participants will be referred to a 
legal partner if further assistance is 
needed

• Review of USCIS forms can be 
completed by a partner legal agency 
at a later date

Screening Only
• Incorporates more attorney 
volunteers

• Volunteers screen participants for 
general eligibility

• If eligible, volunteers fill out USCIS 
forms for the participants

• Attorneys at workshop will review 
forms

• Attorneys provide consultations for 
complex cases

• Participants will receive a 
ready-to-go packet with instructions 
on how to file

Full Process



Assigned to a breakout 
room; waits there until a 
volunteer is assigned

Participant Signs-On

Volunteer gives  participant 
recap of next-steps 
(missing info, arranging 
in-person form pick-up, 
mailing, or referral); signs 
off

Check-Out 

Volunteer meets with client 
& screens for eligibility 
using “Red Flag” sheet; 
asks questions via 
WhatsApp chat

Appointment: 
Screening

- If eligible, volunteer fills 
out USCIS forms
- If not:  referred  to outside 
legal org
- Atty available to answer 
any questions that arise

Appointment: Referral 
or Form-Filling

Support staff sends 
WhatsApp message 
requesting a volunteer; 
assigns first-to-reply

Volunteer WhatsApp

Full-Process Workshop Flow

- Once completed, an 
attorney will review the 
participant’s USCIS 
forms

Attorney Review

Virtual Workshop Best Practices
❏ Pre-Workshop:

❏ Schedule & organize appointments

❏ Finalize referral policy
❏ Develop a referral sheet

❏ Workshop:
❏ Use Zoom Breakout Rooms

❏ Utilize WhatsApp group chat for volunteers

❏ Efficiently screen for ineligible participants

❏ Volunteers do the form-filling

❏ Provide clear next-steps for participant

❏ After Workshop:
❏ Follow up emails
❏ Package pick up appointments

Best Practices:
Telephonic Appearances

• Make sure number on G-28 is reliable
• Have pre-interview with client and let them 

know that you will appear by phone
• Instruct client to remind IO to call you
• Choose quiet area with good reception
• Don’t be afraid to ask the officer or client to 

repeat themselves
• Remind client that they can speak with you 

privately



Best Practices:
Attorney/Client Relationship

• Set expectations early on – USCIS backlog is real
• Agree on preferred modes of communication
• Get alternate emails and phone numbers for clients
• Be upfront about potential delays on your end12

• Have succession plan or backup attorney in case of 
illness

• Be realistic about your caseload 

12. Remember your duty to communication under CPRC Rule 1.4 is bounded by what is reasonable. 

Questions?

Brett Snider
bretts@jfcs.org

415-449-2917

https://www.calbar.ca.gov/Portals/0/documents/rules/Rule_1.4-Exec_Summary-Redline.pdf
mailto:bretts@jfcs.org



