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Families organize to fight new USIA au pair rules

January 8, 1995 

Cheryl Wetzstein  THE WASHINGTON TIMES 

A grass-roots group of families who host foreign exchange students in the au pair program has been formed to "save" the program from new regulations proposed by the U.S. Information Agency. 

"By proposing new regulations that will boost the cost of the [13-month] program about $6,000, [USIA Director Joseph] Duffey is suggesting that cultural exchange and quality child care are only for the rich," said Robert Griendling, a Fairfax father whose family has hosted six au pairs. 

"The decision about who takes care of our children should be made by parents," said Douglas Ginsburg, another host parent, who has formed the Save Our Au Pairs (SOAP) with Mr. Griendling. 
The SOAP group is urging members of Congress to ask the USIA to hold off on implementing its new regulations until further discussions can be held. 

The proposed USIA rules would increase the au pair's weekly pocket money from $100 to $155, set age restrictions on the au pairs and the children they watch, and require many hours of additional training. 

Rep. Bill Baker, California Republican, has objected to the age restrictions and stipend increase and written a "Dear Colleague" letter to solicit support from other members of Congress. So far, 17 members have signed up with Mr. Baker. 

"We heard from many host families in Virginia - a surprising number of people have au pairs," said a spokeswoman for Rep. James Moran, Virginia Democrat, one of the signers of the Baker letter. 

The proposed rules are now in a final comment period, which ends Friday. The rules, which may be revised, are slated to go into effect Feb. 15. 

"USIA has received many thoughtful and serious comments to its proposed au pair regulations. It is reviewing these comments with an open mind. In sum, USIA hears what people are saying and is prepared to modify selected regulations," USIA spokesman William D. Reinckens said last week. 

The 8-year-old au pair program brings thousands of Western Europeans between the ages of 18 and 26 to the United States each year. The women (there are a few males) come on a special J-visa issued by the USIA and live with a host family and attend classes to gain a "cultural-educational" experience. 

Au pairs are expected to care for the host families' children, but as a member of the family, not an employee. The phrase "au pair" is is a reference to the guest's status as being "on par" with other family members. 

Eight sponsor agencies are allowed to recruit au pairs and host families and make arrangements for the 13-month visit. Host families typically pay $13,000 a year in upfront fees, weekly stipends for the au pair, and other costs. 

In recent years, the au pair program has been criticized as too lax. Au pairs have been accused of sexual misconduct and other criminal behavior. In Virginia, a Dutch au pair has been accused of shaking a baby to death. Host families have been accused of working their au pairs over the 45-hour weekly maximum or otherwise abusing them. 

The USIA addressed some of these concerns with age limits. Au pairs would have to be 21 and have six months of infant-care exerience to care for children younger than 2. Au pairs of any age would not be allowed to have sole care of children younger than 4 months. 

"The age requirements are ridiculous," said Carole Davis, of Bolingbrook, Ill., a host family mother, noting that American day care workers are not bound by similar age restrictions. 

Carita Kehanen, 19, Mrs. Davis' au pair from Finland who cares for the family's 2 1/2-year-old daughter and 5-month-old son, said she wrote a letter to the USIA to disagree with their rules. 

"I became an au pair because I wanted to take care of babies, and I couldn't have been here if these rules were here," Miss Kehanen said. 

Concerning the weekly stipend increase to $155, Miss Kehanen said, "Many au pairs would say `great,' but I think [$100] is enough. The families do so much extra for us. 

Mrs. Davis and other host families said they would be more inclined to support an increase to $120 or $125. 
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