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Talyana Lzshchlnskaya and"i‘her ims-
band Ernest assumed they would get
mexr visas last Noverber when they
went. to the U Embassy for : an

view. - s

Leshchmskaya was one, of. thou-
sands of applicants worldwide who had
wonthe “green-card lottery,” or the di-

verslty immigrant visa program that
Ty gwes citizens of designated countries

-

inter-,.-'-

isa W'mners Not So Luc

and their Immedlatc famlly Im..mbers
under 21 the chance to receive perma-
nent LS. residency.

According to Leshchmkaya the
consular officer asked her to sign her
namc on a piece of paper 15 or 20

“times. After comparing the s:g,nalurcs

to hcr’ original application, mailed in
October 1999 from her sister’s home in
New Jersey, the officer. said he wasn’t

convinced that Leshchinskaya had

signed the original application and sug-

gestcd that her. s:ster had fnrgcd it.

He stamped her passport to note
that her request for immigration had
been rejected.

“When [ signed lhe application, it
never occurred to me that the matter of
a signature would be so crucial,” said
Leshchinskaya, 55, who has a secretar-
ial job lined up in New Jersey that she's
not sure will still be. ~waiting for her, if
she ever gets there. “My signature is
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inconsistent,” she said, “T can't he:lp it.”
“She did sign it. I witnessed it,” said

Yelena Fridman, Leshchinskaya’s sister

whoisin Mosoowon avisit. “We need to

win [this case] because she is like an out-

castand a liarnow. And she isnot.”

All rejected winners like Eeshchin-
skaya have until Sept. 30, the U.S. Immi-
grationand Naturalization Service dead-
line for the 2001 lottery, to appeal. :

‘But - I.&shchmkaya 1sn't battling
alone. She and six other Russian lottery
winners who claim to have been wrongly
rejected on signature grounds are now
being represented by a small Mus.cow
law firm, White and Associates.

“The crux of our argument is that
‘there are objective ways 1o prove that
these people signed their applications —
the size of the paper, fingerprints and,
the most important, forensics,” said
Kenneth White, an Amcncan who set
up his own practice here in 1993 and
concentrates partly on business immi-
gration to the United States and Canada.

White found his first client in April
when, on a visit to the immigration sec-
tion of the embassy to check up on an-
other case, he overheard a man com-

-plaining to officials, After not getting
very far on thie case; but suspecting that
the problem could be more widespread,
White gave an interview to Inostranets;
a Moscow magazine tailored to immi-
grants and travelers. Since that interview
was published Aug. 14, White’s firm has
received two or three calls a day from
people making similar claims.

Goﬁﬁs%pammw Ieﬁ,andthesigmhreanheﬂoueryappﬁwhom

“The first client, Radmlr Geryukov,
paid an $800initial fe¢ and owes a bonus

if his rejection: 15 ow.rturned But the =
- onwhat grounds, but said that “an over-
~whelming majority” who were inter-
viewed were issued visas. Last year more -

others. are recewmg free services. “As

for oompcnsanon — orlack thereof —1
kind of view this as the pro bono that I

should have been doing all of these
yca:s, * White said. -

The consular section of the U.S. Em-

bassy said Wednesday that it does not
comment on individual cases, but de-
fended its actions by saying that its offi-
cers are trained. some more than others,
to recognize forged signatures.

“In every case where we suspected
[signature fraud] and initially denied

someone on the basis solely of signature

fraud, we have asked that person (o

come back,” said James Warlick, the .

new consular general who arrived this

month. “Everyone last year got asecond
hearing. And not from the officer that -
did the initial interview, butfrom a fresh -

: - U.S. politicians written on their behalf.

Leshchinskaya, fur one, says that she

was never invited back for another look.
- ambassador to the United States, former
- Ambassador.James Collins stood by the
consulate’s decision, writing, “I am sure

perspective.”

- Warlick said the lottery progran,

started in 1996 by the INS to diversify -
the immigrant pool has been “enor-

mously successful” in giving that oppor-
tunity to people who would otherwise
not be eligible for immigration. In this
year’s !mtery, millions of people world-
wide are vying for 50,000 spaces, selected

Lmdom]y by cumpulcr The consulate
would not say how many winners had
been rejected by the Moscow office or

than 2.000 lottery visas were issued in

“Russia and the embassy expects that

number to reach 3,500 next year.

* Anna Goland expected to get one of
those visas when she went for an inter-
view last October. A Moscow State Uni-
versity economics graduate, Goland, 22,

-« was also turned down for supposedly not
- having signed the original application.

*In so far as I'm sure I signed the appli-
cation myself; it didn’t even enter my
head that this could be the reason forre-
jection,” she said. “I was a little con-
fused.”

-Both Goland, once an assmant to a
Yabloko Duma deputy, and Leshchin-

skaya have had letters from Russian and

Responding to a -letter supporting
Goland from Vladimir Lukin, former

the individual who signed the applica-
tion for Ms. Goland was simply trying to
help her.”

Goland and Lx.shclunskaya‘s applica- _-
-tions wen;_m_m[:.d from the United

Ul Stalcs, w]nch :hey think worked against
- them. The. consulate saysthat the coun-
- try.of origin does not affect a consulate

officer’s decision. Both applicants are

~“nervous that the rejection Stamp in their

passports will hinder future attempts to
getvisas, though the consulate said this
* should not be a factor.

‘White has recommended that his

clients hire an independent forensics ex-

pert, which costs $600 or-more in the

United States, to examine copies of the.

original signatures —_p_i_'qvidcd by the

Moscow consulate — with signatures on

other official documents, like passports.

_If necessary, the opinions will be pre-
sented to the embassy and would be

used if the cases ever go to court.
_ Warlick said that the consulate would
look at the expert opinions, but that they

were 110 guarantee of overturning a deci-.
- sion. “We're very open to repeated ap-

peals ... and we're willing to look at
“haltzver information anybody is willing
to provide, and given the choice, we

-want to issuc these visas,” he said.

White said that, according to his con-

versations with INS forensics and former
- embassy-officials, the consulate had a

different practice on judging signatures
until two years ago: Applicants who did
not agree with the consulate’s decision

‘could have their signatures sent to an

INS forensics laboratory in Washington.
I an INS expert rejected it, the applicant

- would be barred from traveling to the

United States, which was meant to serve
as a deterrent for groundless chal]cngcs

/to consulate decisions.

- The consulate  1n Moscow said

_Wednuday that they couldn't recall this
-practice ever being in place.

“OIf course consular officers are not
qualified to accurately examine hand-

© writing,”™ wrotc Brian Carney, a top

forensics expert, in an ¢-mail to White.
“The basic training acceptable in [the
United States] is two years.”

o For his three clients who were turned
downin the ongoing 2001 lottery, White
submitted appeals Tuesday to have the
signatures re-examined by experts. He is
planning next week to send a rcquest to.
theU.S. State Department’s visa office.
If that effort fails, White said he would

pursue litigation, which entails filing a

class action suitin an U.S. federal district
court.

“We bchew, that several doz{.n po&-
sibly more, individuals have been af-
fected,” White said.

At the same time, however, White.
said he applauds the embassy’s LHOI'IS 1o
weed out fraud- from agencies-who
charge applicants money, forge signa-
tures or submit mult:plu apphmt:ons —
which is also illegaf — and promise a
winning ticket to the U.S. Applicants are
also known to have let their relatives or

acquaintancesin the U.S. sign forthem.

In aJetter to White on Aug. 14, new
U.S. Ambassador Alexander Vcr';hhow
suggested that false signatures are a par-
ticular problem in Moscow, writing-that
“non-signing of applications or inconsis-
tent mgn.uurcs with other indicators of
non-signing have occurred more fre-
quently than the officers think should be
the case, suggesting that applicants are
using agents and taking poor advice.”

“We want to be fair, wé want to make
sure that everyone gets a fair hearing;”
Warlick said. “At the same time we want
to uncover fraud, when there is fraud.”



