
C. Loan Use

As mentioned earlier, the U.S. immigration system is complex with a multitude of residency 
designations, each with their own application process, and fee. As a lender, it’s important 
to connect borrowers to sound legal advice in order to ensure that they are applying to the 
appropriate immigration benefit at the appropriate time. This toolkit has primarily focused on use 
of loans to pay citizenship or other types of residency application fees. These fees are tangible, 
fixed amounts, (USCIS has a full list of fees here). However, as the box on the cost of citizenship 
illustrated, there are many different costs in the form of time and resources that immigrants incur, 
sometimes over a long period of time. As a lender you must determine what counts as an eligible 
use of a loan. Some considerations to keep in mind include:

Can the loan be used for other costs besides fees (legal, transportation, missed wages, 
English classes, etc.)?

Can the loan be used for just one application at once or for other members of the 
household who are applying for residency/citizenship as well? 

Can the loan be used to pay off high-cost debt related to immigration costs?

How will you ensure that the borrower is receiving the legal assistance and support they 
need to be successful in their application?

PROGRAM EXAMPLE

In partnership with a community organization, Freedom First Credit Union recognized 
that the drawn-out citizen application process imposed ongoing financial strain on 
members of its community. To address this, they developed a flexible credit product that 
can be used to cover the costs of any citizenship related expense. If eligible, borrowers 
receive access to a $3000 line of credit. When a borrower needs funds, they walk into 
a branch and a teller is able to transfer funds to their savings account for withdraw. A 
Freedom First staff member said, “We know the citizenship process can be lengthy, 
and not all the fees are incurred at once. If someone has to go to West Virgina to be 
fingerprinted, they can use the money to pay for transportation to get there, or to make 
up for a lost day’s wages.” The borrower only makes payments on the amount of money 
they access and there is no expiration date on the credit line. While most nonprofit 
lenders are non-depository, so this exact model is not possible, Freedom First  
provides a good example of a product that allows for flexible use and caters to the 
ongoing needs of immigrants.
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