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Letter from the President

This letter is not about credit cards,
despite the title. It is about the U.S. visa
system, the U.S. government’s view of
both non-U.S. citizens and scientists, 
and what this has meant for our non-
U.S. colleagues.

Secured by an ocean on each side, the
United States has never felt seriously
threatened by an outside power. The
intentional demolition of the World
Trade Center Towers and portions of the
Pentagon on 9/11 was unimaginable to
most Americans. I myself had been in
China on 9/11, giving lectures at the
Harbin Institute of Technology. One of
my student guides broke the news to me
with many apologies, explaining that
both the World Trade Center and the
“Five Corners Building” (it took me a
while to get that one) had been hit. I was
surprised and intensely curious, but
being cut off from the U.S. media meant 
I had no sense of the reaction back home.
When I returned, I found a nation of
stunned people. The public feeling was
much like finding out your child—your
child, your healthy, happy child—had
cancer. People were literally sick with
distress for months. I can remember
whole business lunches where no one
wanted to talk above a whisper.

Given the emotional impact of 9/11, the
passage of the Patriot Act was a forgone
conclusion. This Act gave up many 
traditional freedoms for the prospect of a
safer America. This is when the visa
delays started—mandatory FBI 
background checks for each applicant, 
mandatory tracking of all students (and,
in some cases, their families) by university
staff (implemented February 2003),
mandatory in-person interviews for each
visa applicant (May 2003), mandatory 
fingerprinting (coming January 2004), and
mandatory machine readable passports
(by October 2004; October 2003 for some
countries). It is not clear what hurdle will
come next, but the “visa challenge” has
probably been the first nonmonetary 
political issue to affect the materials science
community. This is what we have learned.

Materials science is a very, very 
dangerous profession. 

It is hard to think of myself as a danger
to anyone. But, post-9/11, technical
knowledge is considered a dangerous
thing by many U.S. citizens. The
Technical Alert List, which is used by 
consular offices to screen visa applicants,
includes the following “critical fields of
study” that consular officers should
watch for:
■ Advanced metals and alloys
■ Noncomposite ceramic materials
■ Ceramic, cermet, organic, and carbon 

materials
■ Polymeric materials
■ Synthetic fluids
■ Hot isostatic pressing
■ Densification
■ Intermetallic compounds/alloys
■ Organometals
■ Liquid and solid lubricants
■ Magnetic metals

■ Chemical absorption
■ Quantum wells, resonant tunneling
■ Superconductivity
■ Advanced optoelectronics
■ Aerospace thermal (such as superalloys) 

and high-performance structures
■ Spray or drum-drying technology
■ Milling equipment or technology 

intended for the production of 
micron-sized particles.
According to this list, I am either a

national treasure or a national threat
because I know at least a little bit about
each of these areas. Probably any member
of the Materials Research Society could
claim the same.

Chinese students are more dangerous
than anyone else.

The origin of this assumption is
unknown, but it must be embedded
deeply within the government because
more U.S. visas are denied to Chinese 
students than to students of any other
nation. The International Visitor’s Office
Web site at the U.S. National Academies
has started to keep statistics on who is 
having problems getting visas—and the
vast majority of cases reported by visitors
to that site (245/365) have been for
Chinese applicants (this fact has also been
borne out by other surveys). Why China
was picked for the brunt of the post-9/11
terrorism crackdown is unclear. China is
not on the list of countries known to 
harbor terrorists. In fact, the U.S. 
government’s usual complaint is that
fringe political groups cannot operate freely
in China, so terrorism cannot be the issue
here. China is a nuclear power, but citizens
of the other known nuclear powers (e.g.,
India) do not appear to be having the same
visa problems. One rumor is that the U.S.
embassy in Beijing is simply much stricter
in issuing visas than most of the other
embassies. This almost makes some sense.
Even the consulate in Shanghai is rumored
to be a better place to obtain a visa than
Beijing. To determine the protocols that the
Beijing embassy is following, the president
of the U.S. National Academy of Sciences
plans to visit the Beijing embassy by the
end of the year.

The scientific method of attacking a 
political problem is to collect data.

If one looks over the past two years of
activity on the visa issue, there has been a
large outcry by the scientific community in
the United States with respect to how our
overseas colleagues have been treated.

The “visa challenge” has 
probably been the first 

nonmonetary political issue to
affect the materials science 

community.

Visas: Not Everywhere You Want to Be
or The American Non-Express
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To Register Visa Concerns
Researchers or students who are experiencing problems obtaining a visa may 

register their case online with the U.S. National Academies through the questionnaire
at Web site http://www7.nationalacademies.org/visas/index.html. This registration
will assist the National Academies in tracking the case.  

In addition, researchers/students or their hosts may send a letter of complaint to 
Dr. Charles McQueary, Under Secretary for Science and Technology, Department of
Homeland Security, 7th and D Sts. NW, Washington, DC  20001 USA.

M.J.M.
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However, the action plan has been almost
universally to collect data: The American
Institute of Physics (AIP), the Federation of
Materials Societies (FMS) on request from
MRS, and the Association of American
Universities (AAU) all conducted surveys
of their constituencies to see how bad the
problem was. They found that aside from
large numbers of denials to Chinese 
applicants, the problem was very frustrating

(long delays, usually 3–6 months) but not
too bad (few total rejections). At that point,
active engagement stopped. A few ideas
were floated—a special visa for scientists,
preapproval for reentry in the case of 
students who go back home for visits to
their families—but little was done. Even
the prospective visit by the president of the
U.S. National Academy of Sciences is
being billed as a data-gathering mission. 

At this point, it appears the visa problem
is, for all practical purposes, a closed case.
The universities in the United States will
never have the access to students from
China they once had, and the U.S. scientific
community will never regain the trust we
once had with the rest of the world. Sic
transit gloria Americani.

MERRILEA J. MAYO
2003 MRS President
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