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American Citizen Update

Fall 2003

Welcome to the latest edition of  American Citizen Update. In an effort to better serve you, we have changed our newsletter format. We hope you find this new format useful and enjoyable. We encourage feedback on the current format or suggestions. In addition to the format change, we will also feature regular columns covering topics such as personal security and advice from consular officers. Please contact us at consulate-tbilisi@state.gov with any comment or ideas. We look forward to hearing from you!

   It’s your future. VOTE for it!
The following States have recently changed voting laws:

Arizona

Voters may now submit their Federal Post Card Application  (FPCA) ballot request via fax, may receive their blank ballot via fax, and return the completed ballot via fax.  For more information, call 703-693-5527.

Nevada

Nevada now accepts the on-line version of the FPCA ballot request.  This on-line form of the ballot request is available at www.fvap.gov. For more information, call 703-693-5527.

Oklahoma

Voters may now submit their Federal Post Card Application  (FPCA) ballot request via fax, may receive their blank ballot via fax, and return the completed ballot via fax.  For more information, call 703-693-5527.

Currently, the only states or territories that do not accept the On-line Federal Postcard Application (OFPCA) are American Samoa, Guam, Louisiana and Ohio.  

The OFPCA is an alternative to the cardstock Federal Post Card Application (FPCA).  Visit the FVAP website at http://www.fvap.gov for instructions on completing the OFPCA.  The form is in Adobe Acrobat format and can be filled in on-line, printed out, signed, dated, placed in an envelope with proper postage and then mailed to the appropriate Local Election Official.  Note that you can't register or vote online; you still must print out the OFPCA, sign it, and mail/fax it in.
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Election Dates 2004

Get ready! Election Year 2004 is coming up soon. Believe it or not, some states hold Presidential Primaries as early as January 13, 2004 (District of Columbia) and State Primaries as early as March 2, 2004. Calendars listing 2004 Presidential and State primary election dates in 

all the States will soon be available at the Consular Section of the Embassy or by visiting the website at:

 http://www.fvap.gov/pubs/primarycal.html. 
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Hard Target Digest

What’s This Guy Doing With His Hand in My Pocket?

[image: image3.wmf]Imagine yourself out for a day of fun and shopping at the Central bazaar. The sky is blue, the birds are singing, and the prices are just perfect. Suddenly, you spot that one item that you never knew you could live without.  This magnificent stuffed black-velvet leopard with Elvis-shaped spots doesn’t come along every day. Just imagine what your friends are going to say when they see it. You haggle down about as low as you can go with the vendor. You reach for your wallet to purchase this eclectic wonder of hand-craftmanship only to find that there’s nothing there. Maybe you put it in your back pocket, maybe its in the fanny pack. You search and search, but sadly, you must accept the apparent situation. You’ve been pick-pocketed. 

This is one of the most common reports we see from people. They are usually in a crowded place, and the next time they try to retrieve their money, it’s gone. Pick-pocketing is probably as old as time itself. Its frustrating and embarrassing, but you don’t have to be a victim. I’ve heard numerous urban legends about how adept pick-pocketers are at getting wallets, watches, jewelry, etc. The fact is, that by being proactive, you can make it nearly impossible for those elusive, sticky-fingered thieves to get your stuff. 
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 Let’s start with the environment. We live in a mostly cash-based economy. There’s really no reason to carry credit cards around with you. Nor is there any reason why you need to wear the Hope diamond around your neck when you go out. All you really need is a form of ID and a little cash. The main goal of the pickpocket is to steal cash, so carry only what you need. By making a conscious decision to keep your valuables in a secure place, you don’t risk losing them to someone else.

Secondly, think about strategic placement and feel free to be creative. In general, try to place valuables somewhere on the front of your person and make sure that there is some kind of closure over it (items stored in open pockets are the easiest to lift). If you have a cell phone, try buying a holder for it that fits on a belt with a Velcro or magnetic closure. Wear a shirt over it that keeps it out of sight and makes it more difficult for a bad guy to gain access to it. 

Thirdly, be aware of your surroundings (does this sound familiar?). Pickpockets don’t always work alone. One favorite trick is for several (3-10) to do what I call the bum rush. As you are moving down a narrow thoroughfare, a group of people will come at you from the opposite direction. As the group brushes by you, some of the group members distract you by bumping you so that another group member can grab items off of you without you noticing. This tactic can be very effective, so please keep it in mind if you are ever moving through a large crowd. 

Finally, please remember that there is no known custom anywhere in the world where it is normal for a stranger to have his or her hand in your pocket. Something to think about if someone tries to tell you that this is an old, social tradition. 

Next time: This guy’s asking me for the keys to my car, but he doesn’t look like the valet.

--Bernard Nixon, 

Assistant Regional Security Officer

American Embassy Tbilisi 

U.S. Issues New $20 Bill Featuring Color, Added Security 

Old [image: image5.jpg]


notes remain legal tender at full face value, officials emphasize

The newly designed U.S. $20 bill went into circulation October 9, featuring subtle background colors and other new security features that aim to thwart potential counterfeiters.

Officials emphasized that all U.S. notes, old and new, will be honored at their full face value. The United States has never devalued its currency and will not do so now, officials said. As the new currency is phased in, the Federal Reserve will retire old notes when they are returned through the banking system.

The most noticeable difference in the new $20 notes is the subtle green, peach and blue colors featured in the background. The new $20 design also retains three security features that were introduced in the late 1990s: a watermark, a security thread visible from both sides, and color-shifting ink.

New versions of the $50 and $100 bills are expected to follow in 2004 and 2005. The Treasury Department says it plans to update the look of U.S. bills every seven to 10 years to stay ahead of high-tech counterfeiters.

According to the BEP, currency counterfeiters are increasingly turning to digital methods as advances in technology make digital counterfeiting of currency easier and cheaper. In 1995, less than 1 percent of counterfeit notes detected in the U.S. were digitally produced. By 2002, that number had grown to nearly 40 percent, the news release said.

More information and visual images of the new currency are available on the Internet at: http://www.moneyfactory.com/newmoney
Adoption in Georgia Update

According to the Adoption law of Georgia, foreign adoptions are legally allowed. The Georgian government closely scrutinizes any adoptions of Georgian orphans by foreigners. (We anticipate that foreign adoptions will be subject to significant delays with the passage of amendments to the adoption law in September 2003.)
There are few adoptable children in orphanages and many of those are chronically ill. Most of the children living in orphanages still have parents. If, however, the parents sign a document forfeiting their parental rights and declaring their consent to the child's adoption, the child is considered an orphan.
The majority of cases handled by the U.S. Embassy fall into the category of direct adoptions, that is, when the child is not in an orphanage. The new amendments outlaw international direct adoption of Georgian children by foreigners. Orphans that previously could be relinquished for adoption as early as six weeks after birth by their unwed birth mother must now be registered by the Ministry of Education’s central orphan database for at least six months. If no domestic adoption occurs, a child may be adopted abroad.
We have processed approximately 100 adoption cases in FY2003. Most of these cases have been handled by international adoption agencies that have their representations in Tbilisi. 
As of May 1, 2003, the Consular Section of the Embassy processes the I‑604 (Request for and Report on Overseas Orphan Investigation) and the immigrant visa. There is no need to go to Moscow for immigrant visa processing.
.
Q:
I am an American Citizen living in Tbilisi. Do I have to pay taxes?

A:
Among the many questions fielded by our office, questions about taxes have got to be one of the most frequent questions we receive. 

It's quite simple.  As an American citizen residing abroad, you are still required to file an income tax declaration every year on your worldwide income.

The key word here is 'file' as opposed to 'pay'.  In other words, you have to file an income tax declaration listing your worldwide income, however, you are liable for tax only on U.S. income.  The IRS provides a generous allowance ($80,00 for the 2002 tax year) of foreign-earned income on which you don't have to pay tax. For income beyond the limit there are additional exemptions.

For more information, consult IRS' Publication 17, your tax professional and the instructions for IRS form F-2555 or F-2555EZ which is the form for declaring income earned outside of the U.S.

Q:
I made lots of friends while in Georgia and I would like them to visit me when I return to the US. How can they get a visa?

A:
Another question we receive concerns visa invitations, e.g. for your Georgian friends, family relations or business partners.

The bottom line is that an invitation from an American citizen is not required to apply for a U.S. visa.  Please keep in mind that a visa applicant must qualify for a visa in his or her own right.  However, our consular officers are always glad to review any letter of invitation you may wish to write on behalf of a Georgian friend or associate.  Your Georgian friend is welcome to present such a letter of invitation directly to the consular officer during the visa interview. There is no need to send the letter of invitation ahead of time to our office by fax or e-mail.  The earliest point at which we might need to review such a letter of invitation or supporting documentation is during your Georgian friend or associate's visa interview.  

Q:
Can I still vote in my local, state and federal elections even though I am living abroad?

A:
We often get questions whether American citizens can physically cast their vote for U.S. or state elections at the Embassy.  The Embassy doesn't set up voting booths or ballot boxes for elections. However, American citizens are strongly urged to sign up as an absentee voter in our office to participate in their local, state or federal elections.  To do so, please come to our office and fill out the Federal Post Card Application (FPCA) and/or the Federal Write-In Absentee Ballot (FWAB).   We will then send your FPCA or FWAB to your county registrar back home by diplomatic pouch. Regulations for absentee voting vary from state to state. Our office has a Voting Assistance Guidebook with information on all state voting regulations. 

Also, for more information on voting, please review our article on voting issues found on page one of this newsletter.

--Robin Busse

Consul

American Embassy Tbilisi
If you have other questions for the consul, please email them to consulate-tbilisi@state.gov with “Ask the Consul” written in subject line for inclusion in future newsletters.

Don’t Be A Stranger—Register! 

All U.S. citizens residing in Georgia are encouraged to register with the Embassy's Consular Section. American citizens visiting Georgia for short periods may also register. Registrations allow us to:

- replace your passport quickly if it is lost or stolen

- contact you in case your relatives need to pass you an emergency message

- release information about you or your whereabouts to family or friends you wish to designate in a Privacy Act Waiver

To register, present your U.S. passport at the Consular Section and complete a registration form. There is no charge. 

Alternatively, download the registration form and fax it with a copy of your passport to 92-29-53.

After your initial registration please keep us abreast of any change of address, telephone number or e-mail address while in Georgia to maintain your registration file up to date. You may report these changes by simply writing to our e-mail address: consulate-tbilisi@state.gov.

If you will be in Georgia for several months, we may ask you to volunteer to be a warden to help us in the distribution of information to the American community in Georgia as well as to contact Americans in case of a major emergency.
Want a Job Working for Uncle Sam?
Are you looking for employment in Georgia or elsewhere abroad? Employment Vacancies for the American Embassy in Tbilisi are posted outside the Embassy main entrance as well on our website. You can also find vacancies at the Department of State’s website at http://www.state.gov/m/dghr/hr/.





One of the primary concerns of the Department of State is the safety and security of U.S. citizens abroad.  We provide constantly updated information to travelers, available at � HYPERLINK "http://www.travel.state.gov" ��www.travel.state.gov�, in the Consular Section or on our website.
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Ask the Consul…





     Security Corner





Happy Holidays





The Embassy will be closed in observance of the following holidays:





November 11		Veteran’s Day November 27		Thanksgiving 


December 25		Christmas


December 31		New Year’s Eve


January 1		New Year’s Day


January 2	New Year’s (Georgian)


January 7	Orthodox Christmas (Georgian)








This newsletter is an unofficial and informal source of practical information for American citizens throughout Georgia. If you have comments, questions or suggestions, please contact the Consular Section at 989967, ext. 4333 or � HYPERLINK "mailto:consulate-tbilisi@state.gov" ��consulate-tbilisi@state.gov�. Additional information can be found at the Embassy website at � HYPERLINK "http://georgia.usembassy.gov" ��http://georgia.usembassy.gov�





American Embassy Tbilisi





25 Atoneli Street


Tbilisi 380005


Telephone: (995) 32-98-99-67


Fax: (995) 32-92-29-53


Email:  � HYPERLINK "mailto:consulate-tbilisi@state.gov" ��consulate-tbilisi@state.gov�


� HYPERLINK "http://georgia.usembassy.gov" ��http://georgia.usembassy.gov�





24-hour Emergency Number


(995)32-98-99-67 ext. 4133


(For emergencies involving American citizens only)
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