Visa Waiver Program

The Visa Waiver Program (VWP) enables citizens of certain countries to travel to the United States for tourism or business for stays of 90 days or less without obtaining a visa. 

The VWP currently includes 27 participating countries:  Andorra, Australia, Austria, Belgium, Brunei, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Iceland, Ireland, Italy, Japan, Liechtenstein, Luxembourg, Monaco, the Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, Portugal, San Marino, Singapore, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, and the United Kingdom.

Another seven countries including Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Slovakia, and South Korea will be admitted into the VWP effective November 17, 2008.  Citizens of these seven countries must travel on a passport with an integrated chip (e-passport) to be eligible for VWP travel. 

Citizens of the VWP countries seeking to travel to the United States without a visa must meet the following requirements:
Pre-Travel 
All travelers under the VWP are required to obtain an approved travel authorization via Electronic System for Travel Authorization (ESTA) of the Department of Homeland Security (DHS), which began to accept voluntary ESTA applications starting on August 1, 2008.  ESTA applications may be submitted at any time prior to travel to the United States, and VWP travelers are encouraged to apply for authorization as soon as they begin to plan a trip to the United States. It is expected that ESTA will become mandatory for VWP travelers from current VWP member countries on January 12, 2009, and for VWP travelers from newly admitted VWP countries in mid-November 2008.
Pre-Admission:
All VWP travelers must present a completed and signed Form I-94W Nonimmigrant Visa Waiver Arrival-Departure Record, as well as a machine-readable passport (regardless of age or type of passport used).  In addition, depending on when VWP travelers’ passports were issued, other passport requirements apply: 
· Machine-readable passports issued or renewed/extended on or after 10/26/06 – must have an integrated chip with information from the data page (e-Passport).
· Machine-readable passports issued or renewed/extended between 10/26/05 and 10/25/06 – must have a digital photograph printed on the data page or integrated chip with information from the data page. 
· There are no further requirements for machine-readable passports issued or renewed/extended before 10/26/05. 

If arriving by air or sea, visitors must be traveling on an approved carrier (see the approved carriers list), and have a return trip ticket to any foreign destination. (VWP nationals residing in Mexico, Canada or adjacent islands are generally exempted from the return ticket requirement.) 
If arriving by land, travelers must present evidence of financial solvency and a domicile abroad to which they intend to return (a round-trip ticket is not required). Travelers also must pay a small land border fee for issuance of Form I-94W. 

Post-Admission: 
Travelers who have been admitted under the VWP and who make a short trip to Canada, Mexico or an adjacent island generally may be readmitted to the U.S. under the VWP for the original admission period. 
When does a national of a VWP country need to apply for a visa instead of using the VWP?
Nationals of VWP countries must meet the conditions noted in the section above in order to seek admission to the United States under the Visa Waiver Program. Travelers who do not meet these conditions must apply for a visa. In particular, a visa must be requested if the traveler: 
· Wants to remain in the United States for longer than 90 days, or envisions that they may wish to change their status (from tourism to student, etc.) once in the United States; 

· Wants to work or study in the United States, wants to travel as a working foreign media representative, wants to come to the United States for other purposes not allowed on a visitor visa, or intends to immigrate to the United States; 

· Does not have a machine-readable passport (MRP) issued or renewed/extended before 10/26/05, or is unable to meet other requirements outlined above for passports issued on or after October 26, 2005 or October 26, 2006. 

· Intends to travel by private aircraft or other non-signatory air or sea carriers to the United States; 

· Has been refused a visa or admission to the United States before, or did not comply with the conditions of previous VWP admissions (90 days or less stay for tourism or business, etc.); or 

· Has a criminal record or other condition making them ineligible for a visa.

For further details regarding the VWP, please visit the Department of State’s webpage at http://travel.state.gov/visa/temp/without/without_1990.html 
