
 

Green card lottery, a ticket to hope for many, 

could be eliminated 

By Pamela Constable, Published: May 12  

In the contentious debate over immigration policy, three groups have dominated public and political 

attention: the roughly 11 million undocumented immigrants seeking to become legal, the skilled foreign 

workers bound for high-tech jobs and relatives waiting to be reunited with their families. 

Then there are those who won the green card lottery. 

This tiny visa program, aimed at diversifying the pool of immigrants to the United States, selects 55,000 

applicants at random each year. Unlike the other U.S. visa programs, it offers the “winners” and their 

spouses and children U.S. residency with almost no strings attached. Although the odds of winning are 

infinitesimal, the program is so wildly popular that last year almost 8 million people applied. And now it 

is likely to be quietly cut.  

“In my country, whole cities wait to hear the results of this lottery. I can’t believe they would take it 

away,” said Ermais Amirat, 29, an Ethiopian lottery winner who lives in Alexandria and drives a 

limousine. “We may not earn a lot, but on $200 a month, your whole family can survive back home.” 

Under a Senate compromise, the program would be eliminated and its visa slots would be subsumed into 

a broad system that stresses skills, education and other criteria for legal immigration.  

A few defenders, including members of the Congressional Black Caucus, have urged that the lottery be 

preserved. They say it helps compensate for the lopsided history of legal immigration, long dominated 

by a few large countries with high-skilled workers, such as China and India, and those with strong 

family ties to the United States, such as Mexico and the Philippines. They also note that it creates wide 

international goodwill for the United States at a low cost, amounting to only 5 percent of legal 

immigrants.  

“Diversity visas are one of the few ways people from Africa and the Caribbean can come to this 

country,” Rep. Donald Payne Jr. (D-N.J.) said in an interview. “We are talking about creating a path to 

citizenship for 11 million undocumented people, and I wholeheartedly support that. But why do we need 

to cut a program where millions of people are competing for only 55,000 visas? I’m sorry, but I just 

can’t accept that.” 

But senators who negotiated the proposed massive immigration change, which is being aired in a series 

of hearings, said the diversity program crumbled under Republican insistence on finding more visas for 

skill-based immigrants. They said it also has lost appeal by shifting from its early goals. Launched in the 
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early 1990s with a focus on Africa, the program has recently brought in large numbers of people from 

countries including Albania, Nepal, Bangladesh and Iran. 

“I was an author of this program. I care about it,” Sen. Charles E. Schumer (D-N.Y.), a key negotiator, 

said during a recent televised panel. But he said that between Republican opposition and the sense that 

the lottery had strayed from its original purpose, “we decided we couldn’t continue it.” 

Despite its good intentions, the program has also lost luster because of its notorious vulnerability to 

scam artists. Dozens of unscrupulous businesses offer applicants help through Web sites and e-mails that 

appear to be from the U.S. government and trick desperate people into sending them money.  

Mark Jacobsen, a lawyer in Hawaii who has helped hundreds of lottery applicants in the past 20 years, 

called the scams a “huge problem” that has gotten worse with reliance on the Internet. “People set up 

Web sites that mimic the official U.S. government sites,” he said in a telephone interview. “They send 

out e-mails telling people they have won and that they have to send a $1,000 processing fee right away. 

In fact, there is no official fee at all.”  

The relatively lax requirements for lottery applications have also aroused concerns that it can allow 

terrorists to slip into the country. To be eligible, someone must be an adult from one of the listed 

countries, have a high school degree or two years’ work experience, and have no criminal record.  

In 2002, an Egyptian terrorist who shot and killed two people in Los Angeles was found to be in the 

United States through his wife’s diversity visa. Mohamed Atta, another Egyptian and one of the Sept. 11 

pilots who died attacking the World Trade Center, had applied twice for the lottery before entering the 

United States on a different visa to study aviation.  

Jacobsen, whose company processed Atta’s unsuccessful lottery application, called the terrorist concern 

a “red herring” because winners must undergo full background checks and interviews before being 

granted their visas. “People think if you win, you just get your visa and go,” he said. “It’s a lot more 

difficult than that.” 

State Department officials said the scrutiny of those selected is so rigorous that about half of all finalists 

are disqualified. This year, for example, the department randomly chose 105,000 “winners” from among 

7.9 million applications, but it will issue final visas to only 55,000. In addition, countries are dropped 

from being eligible if their regular immigration rates surpassed 50,000 during the previous five years. 

Not everyone who wins a diversity visa prospers in the United States, but many find modest niches in 

ethnic communities such as the Ethiopian and Nigerian enclaves in the Washington area. Those with 

limited skills or poor English sometimes end up with low-paying jobs, content to send a little money 

home each month. 

Occasionally, the diversity program has produced genuine stars, notably Freddy Adu, a soccer prodigy 

from Ghana whose mother won the lottery in 1997, when he was 8. The family settled in Rockville, and 

Adu went on to become one of the youngest players and scorers in Major League Soccer. After several 

years with D.C. United, he plays for a team in Brazil. 



Most winners, though, are just ordinary people from poor or troubled countries who keenly appreciate 

their luck.  

Among them are Joseph and Annaciata Wangota, who emigrated from Uganda in 1996 after she won the 

lottery. Settling in Chantilly, the couple worked hard, saved money and made their kids study instead of 

playing video games. Today, he has a high-tech job at the Justice Department, their son is a high school 

honor student and their daughter is about to graduate from Duke. 

“We have achieved more than we ever dreamed,” Joseph Wangota, 51, said at home last week. “Our top 

priority is our kids, and we knew we would never be able to give them a good life in Uganda.” When 

they suddenly got the visa, he added, “we knew we would miss our friends and family, but it was our 

only chance for a better future.” 

Bete Mariam, 39, a District resident who won the lottery in 2002, is among hundreds in the region’s 

large Ethiopian community who have settled here through the visa program.  

“Back home, a lot of my friends have no work and some are in jail,” Mariam said. After working nights 

at a gas station while earning a degree, he is now a hospital X-ray technician. “I could be one of those 

jobless guys, but here I am supporting my family,” he said. “For everyone who wins, many benefit.” 
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