Getting Your Case File Ready
A workbook for applicants to the South African refugee programme
Prepared 4 September 2026 · Whatever stage your case has reached
Start here
This is a workbook for you to fill in. It is not something you send anywhere as it stands, and it is not a legal document. Its purpose is to get everything you know about your case into one place, in an order a lawyer can follow.
Legal organisations helping refugee applicants receive far more requests than they can take. Someone reads each one quickly and decides whether to look further. A file that arrives organised gets read. A long email with photographs attached often does not, no matter how serious the case behind it.
Two of these sections are unusual and they are the reason this workbook exists. Section 6 asks about the conditions in the room where you were interviewed. Section 7 asks what you were actually asked. Almost nobody records either, and both fade fast. If you only do two things in this workbook, do those.
Work at whatever pace you can manage. It does not have to be done in one sitting.
Where you are in the process
Different things are urgent depending on where your case stopped. Find yourself below.
You applied but were never interviewed
Request your records now rather than later. Files for people who were never interviewed are understood to be held for a limited period before they can be destroyed, and once they are gone nothing reconstructs them. Ask a legal organisation to confirm the timing, but do not wait for that answer before filing.
You were interviewed and have heard nothing
Fill in Sections 6 and 7 while you still remember the interview. Request your records. Keep every piece of correspondence, including the ones that say nothing.
You received a notice of ineligibility
These letters give no reason. The reasoning exists, but it is in the officer's written assessment in your file, and the only way to see it is to request your records. There is no appeal, so the work now is finding out what was decided and on what basis.
Someone in your family was approved and you were not
Say so at the very top of anything you send. A family split between an approval and a refusal issued by the same programme is the single fact most likely to get a file opened. If the approved person is close to travelling, say that too, and give the date.


1. Cover sheet
The first page of anything you send. One page. Fill it in last, once everything else is in front of you.
	
	Your answer

	Your full name, and every other spelling that appears on any document
	

	Date of birth
	

	RSC Africa case number
	

	A-number, if you were given one
	

	Where you are living now
	

	Your email and phone, with country code
	

	Someone who can be reached if you cannot be
	

	Everyone who was on your case with you
	

	Who was approved, who was refused, who is still waiting
	

	Date of your pre-screening interview
	

	Date and place of your USCIS interview
	

	Date of any decision letter
	

	Reason given in the letter
	

	Do you have a lawyer?
	

	Who you have already asked for help, and what they said
	

	Records requested? Date and reference number
	

	What you are asking for
	



About the last line
One sentence, and make it something a lawyer could actually do. "Please overturn my refusal" is not one of those, because there is no appeal and everyone reading it knows that. Something narrower works better: a question about what was decided, when, and on what basis. That is a question someone can chase.
2. Your timeline
One line for each thing that happened, in order. Fill in whatever applies to you.
The last column
This is the most useful thing in the workbook and almost nobody does it. For each line, mark how you know it. There is no wrong answer. A line marked "I remember it" is not a weak line — it simply tells a lawyer which parts of your account can be put in front of the government and which parts need to be found.
1. A — I have the actual document or the actual email
1. B — I only have a photograph or screenshot of it
1. C — I saw it on the portal or a screen but did not save it
1. D — Someone told me, and I wrote it down at the time
1. E — I remember it, but there is nothing in writing

	Date
	What happened
	Who did it
	Doc no.
	How I know

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	



Milestones worth including if they apply: statement of interest; intake questionnaire; first contact; case number issued; transfer to RSC Africa; orientation call; fingerprinting; pre-screening interview; USCIS interview; medical examination; any second or follow-up interview; approval, refusal or hold; delinking from a family case; travel or flight contact; every portal status change and the date you noticed it; every request for a further document.


3. Your documents
Send real files, not photographs of your screen. A photograph of an email shows only what it says. The email itself carries hidden information showing who sent it, exactly when, and from which system, and that can be the difference between a claim and a proven fact.
In Gmail, open the email, click the three dots at the top right and choose "Download message". That produces a file ending in .eml. Keep PDF attachments exactly as they arrived rather than printing or re-saving them. If all you have of something is a screenshot, say so rather than presenting it as the document.
Naming your files
One folder. Every file named the same way, so the folder and the list read in the same order:
[your case number]_[number]_[short description]_[year-month-day]

	No.
	Document
	Date
	What I have
	File name

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	



Worth including: every letter or notice received; every email from RSC Africa or CWS; portal screenshots with the date each was taken; your records request and its acknowledgement; identity and civil documents for everyone on the case; police clearance certificate; medical examination papers; and any document relating to a disability or medical condition.
4. Calls and emails
Every telephone call and every substantive email with USCIS, RSC Africa, Church World Service, IOM or a resettlement agency. Record the name or badge number of whoever you spoke to, and quote their words where you can.

	Date and time
	Who, and how
	Name or ID
	What was said
	Anything in writing after?

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	



A habit worth starting today. After every call, email the same organisation the same day: "Today at [time] I spoke with [name], who told me [what they said]. Please confirm in writing whether this is correct." Whether or not they reply, you have turned a conversation into a document with a date on it.


5. Before you write about your interview
Write what you remember, not what you wish you had said. It is tempting to reconstruct an interview into an account that answers well. Do not. A lawyer needs what actually happened, including the parts where you were confused, gave a poor answer, or could not remember. Those are often the most useful parts, because they explain what the officer wrote down.
Write the date you completed these sections at the top of them. A note written close to the event carries weight. The same note written two years later carries much less, and the date is how anyone can tell the difference.
If you were interviewed more than once, fill in Sections 6 and 7 separately for each interview.
6. The interview: conditions in the room
This section is not about what you were asked. It is about whether you could hear, understand, and be understood.
It matters more than it looks. The officer's written notes become your case. If a decision went against you on the basis that your answers were vague, inconsistent, or unconvincing, that finding rests on those notes. Anything suggesting the notes may not capture what you actually said goes to the root of it. And unlike your memory of the questions, these details can be confirmed by other people interviewed at the same place.

	
	Your answer

	Date of the interview
	

	Place: city, building, and which office
	

	Time it started, and time it ended
	

	Officer's name or badge number, if you know it
	

	Were you seated or standing?
	

	Were you separated from the officer by glass or a screen?
	

	Did you speak through a microphone or intercom?
	

	Were other people being interviewed within earshot?
	

	Could you hear the officer clearly throughout?
	

	Did you have any difficulty understanding the officer?
	

	Did you ask for a question to be repeated?
	

	If so, was it repeated, or did the officer move on?
	

	Was an interpreter offered? Used? Declined?
	

	Who else was in the room with you?
	

	Did anyone else answer a question directed at you?
	

	Were you offered any break?
	

	Did you ask for a chair, water, or any other adjustment?
	

	If you asked, was it provided?
	

	Were you asked to sign anything? Did you keep a copy?
	

	Were you told what would happen next?
	



If you have a disability, a medical condition, are pregnant, or were unwell or fasting on the day, say so here, along with whether anyone was told at the time.


7. The interview: what you were asked
Write down every question you can recall. Mark clearly whether you are giving the words used or your summary of them. That distinction is the whole value of this exercise: an exact question is evidence, a remembered summary is a lead. Both are worth having, but nobody can tell them apart later unless you say which is which.
Include questions that struck you as odd, irrelevant, or offensive, and include the ones you answered badly.

	The question, as best you recall
	Exact words or my summary?
	What I understood it to mean
	What I answered

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	



Two things to note alongside
1. If you were asked about something that happened at a particular time, note how old you were then. Age matters to how an officer reads an answer, and it is often the missing piece.
1. If you struggled with dates, arithmetic, or putting events in order during the interview, write that down plainly. It is not a weakness in your case. It is the explanation for anything in the notes that reads as inconsistent, and without it nobody can offer that explanation for you.
If you found the interview distressing
Record what was said and what happened. Resist writing what you believe the officer meant by it. An account that reports a remark plainly survives scrutiny; the same remark presented as proof of hostility invites someone to argue the other reading and to discount everything around it. Let the facts do the work.
8. Where South African and American categories do not match
Some United States forms ask about things that do not exist as categories in South African law, and applicants answer honestly under their own law and land on the wrong side of an American question. This is common and it is worth checking carefully.
The clearest example: American immigration forms generally do not ask whether you have a criminal record. They ask whether you have ever been arrested, cited, charged, detained, or held by any official, anywhere, at any time — including where the matter was withdrawn, dismissed, never went to court, and left no record at all. A clean police clearance certificate is entirely consistent with the answer being yes, because the two documents answer different questions.
Places where this comes up:
1. Being held or questioned at a police station, even briefly, and even as the complainant.
1. Charges withdrawn, or declined for prosecution, or settled by an admission of guilt fine.
1. Protection orders and domestic matters.
1. Military or commando service under conscription.
1. Membership of an organisation you joined without choosing to.
1. Payments made to officials, at roadblocks, or for documents.
If you think one of your answers may not match how the question was meant, do not write to anyone about it yet. Gather the exact wording of the question as it appeared, the documents about the incident, and a note in your own words of what you understood the question to mean. Then raise it with a lawyer before it goes anywhere. Explained early and voluntarily, a genuine misunderstanding is a recognised thing. Found later by someone else, it is a much bigger problem.


9. If your family is split across cases
Where one person was approved and another refused, or where family members are now on separate cases, gather this separately and label it clearly. If someone's case is still moving, nothing you send should invite scrutiny of it.
1. Who was originally on the case together, and who is now on which case.
1. The date and wording of anything that separated the cases.
1. Full names and dates of birth for everyone involved.
1. Where anyone approved is in the process, and any date they have been given.
1. The name of the resettlement agency in the United States that agreed to receive them, and the town and state.
1. For anyone with a disability or care needs: the diagnosis, who made it, when, what support they need day to day, and whether any of this was mentioned during processing.
The agency in the United States is worth identifying even if it seems irrelevant. It decides which member of Congress has a reason to take an interest, and it is often the only party still holding a live file.
10. What you do not have
A short, honest list of the gaps. This feels like weakening your case and it does the opposite. Organisations trust a file that says what is missing far more than one that stays quiet about it.
1. Anything you have described but cannot show.
1. Records requested but not yet received, with the date and reference.
1. Conversations you remember but did not write down at the time.
1. Documents you were never given a copy of.
11. Permissions to have ready
Having these signed and scanned (not included) before your first conversation can save a week.
1. A short signed letter authorising a named organisation to act for you and receive information about your case, with your full name, date of birth, case number and signature.
1. Your records request and its acknowledgement.
1. A signed privacy release for any congressional office you approach. Each office has its own short form on its website.
1. Consent from any adult family member whose information you are including.
1. Certified English translations of anything not in English, with the translator's certificate.
12. Questions to answer before you write your timeline
Sit with these once, with a pen. Answer even where the answer seems too small to matter.
How you entered the programme
1. How did you come to apply, and through which channel or organisation?
1. Who filled in the forms, and did you see them before they were submitted?
1. Were you ever given a copy of anything you signed?
Between the interview and any decision
1. What did the portal say, and on which dates did you look?
1. Every enquiry you sent and every reply, including the ones that told you nothing.
1. Did anyone mention a hold, further review, or extra checks?
1. Were you asked to redo anything: a medical, fingerprints, or documents?
Background a lawyer will ask about
These are asked of everyone. Answer them fully and truthfully when you speak to a lawyer, including anything you would rather not raise. A lawyer surprised later by something in your file will usually stop acting for you. One who knows from the start can almost always deal with it.
1. Any previous United States visa application, and any refusal.
1. Any previous asylum or refugee application in any country.
1. Any arrest, charge, detention or conviction anywhere, however small or long ago, including matters dropped or withdrawn.
1. Military, police, commando or security service, by you or close family.
1. Membership of any organisation, party or group.
1. Every spelling and version of your name on any document, and any change of name.
1. Any period living in another country.
1. Social media accounts, including old ones you no longer use.
13. A few things to avoid
1. Do not send a long email with photographs attached. Send the cover sheet and the document list, and offer the rest.
1. Do not write to the address on a decision letter setting out new arguments. There is no process there to receive them.
1. Do not use a template written for responding to a Notice of Intent to Terminate. Those are for people already living in the United States as refugees, and they argue a legal test that does not apply to a decision made overseas.
1. Do not pay anyone who offers to fix your case. The programme is free and no agent can change a USCIS decision. Report anyone who asks for money.
1. Do not wait for your records before approaching organisations. Send what you have and supplement it later.
Finally
This is a great deal to carry. You do not have to finish all of it before you ask for help. If you can only manage the cover sheet, the timeline and your documents, send those and say the rest is coming.
If you are sharing this with a group collecting information across many cases, say so, and say what you are willing to have shared. Your account is yours, and how much of it travels is your decision.

This workbook is to help you organise your own papers. It is not legal advice and nothing in it is a statement of your rights. Its purpose is to put your case in front of a qualified lawyer in a form they can act on quickly.
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