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PRE-DEPARTURE CHECKLIST

PREPARING FOR YOUR MOVE FROM SOUTH AFRICA TO THE U.S.

Relocating to the United States requires careful planning long before departure. Many of 
the challenges immigrants face after arrival — delays in employment, difficulty accessing 
healthcare, or problems proving legal status — often result from incomplete preparation before 
leaving their home country. For South Africans preparing to immigrate or relocate, this section 
provides a structured checklist designed to ensure that essential documents, medical records, 
and practical knowledge are organized before travel.

Pre-departure preparation is not only about paperwork; it is about reducing stress, protecting 
your legal status, and positioning yourself and your family for a smoother transition into 
American society. U.S. immigration procedures are documentation-driven and require 
accurate records at multiple stages of your immigration journey. Government agencies 
emphasize the importance of collecting civil documents, medical records, and identification 
before travel to avoid delays or complications. (Travel.state.gov)

16.1 Ensure All Immigration Documents Are Accurate

Before leaving South Africa, carefully review every immigration document issued to you. These 
documents form the legal foundation of your entry into the United States and will be required 
repeatedly during employment, housing applications, and future immigration filings.

Important immigration documents may include:

•	 Passport and visa
•	 Refugee travel authorization or approval notices
•	 Medical examination paperwork
•	 Confirmation letters from resettlement agencies

U.S. immigration authorities require applicants to bring original or certified copies of civil and 
immigration documents during processing stages, including interviews and entry inspections. 
(Travel.state.gov)

Even minor spelling errors or incorrect dates can cause significant delays when applying for 
benefits later. Because the U.S. system relies heavily on consistent documentation across 
agencies, it is essential to ensure that all records match exactly before departure.

16.2 Make Certified Copies of Key Documents

Certified copies serve as official duplicates of original documents and are often required for 
immigration applications, employment verification, and educational enrollment.

Key documents to copy include:

•	 Birth certificates
•	 Marriage or divorce certificates
•	 Adoption or custody records
•	 Police clearance certificates
•	 Identity documents
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Civil documents such as birth and marriage certificates are commonly required for immigrant 
visa processing and must be submitted in original or certified form to prove identity and family 
relationships. 

Why Certified Copies Matter

In South Africa, obtaining replacement documents from local authorities may be relatively 
straightforward. However, once in the United States, accessing replacement documents from 
abroad may take months. Having certified copies prevents delays in future immigration or 
employment processes.

16.3 Scan and Store Digital Copies Securely

Modern immigration systems increasingly rely on digital document submission. U.S. 
immigration guidance encourages applicants to scan and upload documents during visa 
processing, which highlights the importance of maintaining digital backups. (Travel.state.gov)

Recommended digital storage practices:

•	 Save files in encrypted cloud storage
•	 Keep copies on a password-protected USB drive
•	 Maintain secure access through a mobile device

Digital copies should include:

•	 Passport identity page
•	 Immigration approval notices
•	 Educational diplomas
•	 Vaccination records

Having accessible digital copies allows newcomers to quickly provide documentation when 
applying for housing, employment, or public benefits.

16.4 Bring Vaccination Records and Medical Documentation

Medical and vaccination records are essential for immigrants entering the United States. 
Refugees and immigrant visa applicants undergo medical examinations before departure, and 
vaccination documentation is required during later immigration processes. (CDC)

Common required vaccinations may include:

•	 Measles, mumps, and rubella
•	 Polio
•	 Hepatitis A and B
•	 Influenza
•	 Tetanus and diphtheria (USCIS)

Vaccination history is typically recorded on official forms during the overseas medical 
screening, and applicants should bring copies to the United States. (CDC)
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Comparison: South Africa vs United States Healthcare Documentation

In South Africa, individuals may rely on personal medical records or clinic-based 
documentation systems. In the United States, medical providers and immigration authorities 
often require standardized vaccination records, making it essential to carry complete 
documentation.

16.5 Bring Educational Transcripts and Academic Records

Educational documentation plays a critical role in employment and further study in the United 
States. Refugees and immigrants often underestimate how frequently proof of education is 
requested.

Bring:

•	 High school transcripts
•	 University diplomas
•	 Academic records and certificates
•	 Professional course completion documents

Many U.S. employers and licensing bodies require original transcripts or certified translations 
when evaluating foreign qualifications. Preparing these documents before departure reduces 
delays when applying for jobs or continuing education.

16.6 Bring Professional Certifications and Work Credentials

South Africans relocating with professional experience should gather all employment-related 
documentation before travel.

Examples include:

•	 Trade certificates
•	 Professional licenses
•	 Letters of employment verification
•	 Reference letters

U.S. employment systems often require formal documentation to verify skills and 
qualifications. Unlike some South African workplaces where verbal references may carry 
significant weight, American employers typically expect written proof of credentials.

16.7 Bring Marriage and Birth Certificates

Civil documents are essential for proving identity, family relationships, and eligibility for 
immigration benefits.

Required documents often include:

•	 Birth certificates showing parent names
•	 Marriage certificates
•	 Divorce decrees
•	 Adoption documentation
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Immigrant visa applicants must present civil documents during visa processing and interviews, 
and missing records can result in delays or denials. (Travel.state.gov)

Certified English translations may be required if documents are issued in another language. 
(USCIS)

16.8 Learn Basic U.S. Financial Terminology

Understanding financial systems before arrival helps immigrants avoid common mistakes 
during their first months in the United States.

Key concepts to learn include:

•	 Checking accounts
•	 Credit scores
•	 Direct deposit
•	 Tax filing requirements

Unlike South Africa, where certain financial processes may be employer-driven or cash-based, 
the U.S. system relies heavily on credit history and digital banking. Preparing financially before 
departure allows newcomers to integrate into the workforce more quickly.

16.9 Prepare for Cultural Differences

Relocation involves cultural adjustment as well as legal preparation. South Africans may 
encounter differences in:

•	 Communication style
•	 Workplace expectations
•	 Social norms around punctuality and independence

Preparing emotionally and culturally before departure helps families adjust more easily to 
American life.

Key preparation strategies include:

•	 Learning about U.S. workplace culture
•	 Understanding public transportation systems
•	 Researching local community resources

Maintaining South African traditions — such as food, language, and cultural practices — can 
provide emotional stability during the transition while also enriching American communities.

16.10 Practical Pre-Departure Scenario

A South African family preparing to relocate gathers certified copies of birth and marriage 
certificates, scans their documents to secure cloud storage, organizes vaccination records 
from local clinics, and collects educational transcripts before departure. Upon arrival, they 
are able to enroll their children in school quickly, apply for jobs, and access healthcare without 
delays.
This example demonstrates how preparation before departure significantly reduces stress 
after arrival.
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Key Pre-Departure Responsibilities

✓ Verify immigration documents 
✓ Obtain certified copies of civil records 
✓ Scan and store digital copies securely 
✓ Bring vaccination and medical records 
✓ Prepare educational and professional documentation 
✓ Learn basic financial systems 
✓ Prepare for cultural adjustment

Conclusion

A successful relocation to the United States begins long before the flight departs. By 
organizing documentation, understanding medical requirements, preparing financially, and 
learning about cultural expectations, South Africans can approach their immigration journey 
with confidence and clarity.

Preparation before departure is not simply administrative — it is a strategy for long-term 
integration. The more organized and informed immigrants are before arrival, the more quickly 
they can focus on building stability, finding employment, and establishing a new life in the 
United States while maintaining the cultural identity that makes their journey unique.

Footnotes

Civil Documents Required for Immigrant Visa – U.S. Department of State 

Required Documents for Visa Interviews – U.S. Department of State 

Vaccination Requirements – USCIS Policy Manual 

Refugee Immunization Guidance – CDC 

Required Vaccines for Immigrant Visa Applicants – U.S. Department of State 

Document Scanning Requirements – U.S. Department of State 

Birth Certificate Documentation Requirements – USCIS Policy Manual 

Civil Documents Examples – Immigration Resources 


