[bookmark: _GoBack]Good morning everyone. 
Thank you Secretary Sally Jewel, Assistant Secretary Esther Kia’iana, Director Nik Pula, and all those who contributed arranging the 2015 IGIA Senior Plenary Session. I am grateful to be here today on behalf of my Governor Eloy Inos, who sends his regards. 
I would like to thank my fellow panelists for your willingness to spend your morning with us, fielding our questions, and allowing these discussions to be a meaningful step toward strengthening our respective administrations’ relationships with your various federal agencies. 
I have been asked to provide you all with a brief overview of the labor and workforce situation in the CNMI. I am glad I have an opportunity to speak toward the situation we are facing, and the work we are doing to meet the many challenges ahead.
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To understand where we are today, it is important to take a brief look back the historical events that shaped to current scene.
Under the Covenant to establish the Commonwealth of the Northern Mariana Islands in political union with the United States signed in 1978, the islands were granted local control of immigration. The original intent of this provision was to allow the local government to limit the immigration of foreign workers, however in the years following the granting of self-governance, the local government passed legislation allowing for the liberal influx of foreign workers. 
Between 1980 and 2000, the CNMI population increased from about 16,800 to 69,200, which was driven primarily from immigrants from Philippines and China. 
In the year 2000, 58 percent of the local population were born in a foreign country. 
The major industries of this time were the garment manufacturing sector and tourism, whose workforces were comprised largely with foreign workers, fueling substantial levels of economic growth. 
Within seven years and after a series of external events, overall unemployment grew from 3.9 percent in 2000 to approximately 25 percent in 2007, the CNMI lost $80 million in direct government revenue, and foreign born residents constituted 44.8 percent of the population.
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There were several key events that affected the CNMI labor force and overall economy. 
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First, was the end of the International Multi-Fiber Arrangement that placed quotas on Chinese textile imports, providing an opportunity to garment manufacturers to assemble the final product to the CNMI and ship to the United States tariff and quota-free. 
The end of the MFA and the entrance of China into the World Trade Organization, dramatically impacted this unique competitive advantage of the CNMI economy. This affect was quick and apparent. In four years following the end of the MFA all 34 of the islands’ garment factories moved their operations to countries with more favorable labor regulations. 
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The second major event was the enactment and implementation of Public Law 110-229, the Consolidated Natural Resource Act. 
Among many other things, including allowing the CNMI to elect its first non-voting delegate to Congress, the CNRA transferred local immigration control to the US Department of Homeland Security. 
Understanding foreign workers were the backbone of our labor force, the law provided for a period of transition from local control of immigration to federal control. 
This transition period allowed for the foreign workers who were previously granted status under the CNMI local control a Transitional Worker Nonimmigrant Visa classification, known as the CW visas.
The exemption to the national H visa cap was also a part of the transition period.
This timeframe to transition to federal control was schedule to be completed by 2014, however, thanks to the hard work of our Congressman Gregorio Kilili Sablan, the local administration, the US Department of Labor, and Homeland Security this crucial deadline was extended to 2019. 
In terms of figures: 
In fiscal year 2014, DHS allotted 14,000 CW visas.
The following year, and after the extension, that number came to 13,999.
I have to take this time to extend my thanks to the federal agencies that understood the importance these transition workers continue to play in the local economy. Truly, if we did not achieve an extension, the economic ramifications would be too severe to imagine.
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The unique circumstances that we deal with in the CNMI has provided us with our fair share of challenges, but already we have made steps to build some resiliency to face what is next. 
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As any island farmer knows, the best day to plant a mango tree was 10 years ago. 
Similarly, to build a workforce that will meet the serious challenges of tomorrow, we have to start today. 
We were fortunate to have included within the CNRA an additional $150 fee on top of application fees for each additional CW petition. 
Last year this fee provided $1.4 million dollars for appropriation to the CNMI Public School System and Northern Marianas College to provide skills based training to our future workforce. 
Soon, following designation as an educational institution, the Northern Marianas Trade Institute will be able to avail themselves of these funds to train and retrain workers on specific trade skills needed by our growing economy. 
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In continuing to plan for the future of our workforce, we are taking steps to fill the State Workforce Investment Board to strengthen our transformation and implementation of the Workforce Investment Opportunity Act. 
The CNMI Department of Labor is growing to be one of the most crucial service providers to our islands and key actor in our economic growth initiatives. In that, fostering our SWIB will aid in focusing the delivery of these services to the clients we serve, with the goals of achieving self-sufficiency among job-seekers, economic inclusiveness of our growth, and developing partnerships with our private sector.
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And this ties into our focus on the creation of an American Jobs Center, a physical one-stop career center to be the hub of training and employment needs. Already the virtual center has proven to be useful to our constituents and beneficial toward finding the right person for the job. 
The virtual center provides real time job postings, an easy end-user driven set-up, and has already received 855 thousand visits since its creation. 
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And we cannot have a sustainable or long-term workforce development plan without focusing on the next generation of workers. 
To achieve that our Department of Labor has been active in leveraging Employment and Training Agency Funding to support summer youth employment programs, the cooperative education program that has students experiencing the job market of the islands, and the nursing assistants program that fosters the enthusiasm of students interested in the healthcare field. 
The Department of Interior has also provided tremendous assistance in the form of the FELD Grant. 
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Yet, despite the progress we are making there is still much work to accomplish.
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Being the newest addition to the American community, we have been tasked with catching up with decades of federal statutes. In some cases, definitions do not reflect our relationship with the US States or even other territories and Commonwealths. Having definitions of state not include the Northern Mariana Islands in certain statutes prevent us from being eligible for the grants authorized under those statutes. 
Wagner-Peysor is a good example of this definitional problem that leaves the CNMI ineligible for this worth-while program. Job Corps, Trade Adjustment Assistance Grants, and Jobs for Veterans State Grants are other examples of tremendous opportunities we are missing because of antiquated definitions. Our Congressman has made efforts to amend these statutes and has garnered some success, but while we wait for the turning gears of Congress we are losing funds at a time where they are in the greatest need. 
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Data is absolutely necessary to workforce development. How many of your labor force is unemployed or how educated is your population, or even the current population count are simple but crucial foundation points to begin planning. In the CNMI we suffer from a devastating lack of data both federally and locally. While we are working toward strengthening our local data collection, we need support from our federal partners to fully capture our current situation and assess the road ahead. 
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The Workforce Innovation Opportunity Act is great support system in planning ahead. 
However, noble goals of the nation in improving the labor market skills of out of school youth are in effect harming our ability to better train our young students. 
New requirements of WIOA have 75 percent of Youth funding being spent on out of school youth. In the CNMI we are fortunate to have a graduation rates as high as 96 percent a year. It’s a wonderful achievement of our youth, but it harms us in our ability to best utilize our available funding. 
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With the transition period set to end in 2019, the CNMI will need enough US-eligible workers to fill the 200 occupations that is currently being filled by 14,726 non-US citizen workers. 
This will require a great deal of coordination between the local and federal agencies, but it will also require substantial amounts of funding. 
Training for these occupations can range from $4,000 to $6,000 dollars apiece. That equates to an approximately $145 million dollars needed to build a substantial enough workforce to prevent the economic ramifications of losing the majority of our workforce. This will be challenging to raise the necessary revenue to fund this plan, but also to obtaining the US workforce to fill these jobs. 
According to Secretary of the US Department of Labor Tom Perez, “The total number of unemployed US workers in the CNMI in 2010 amounted to only about 20 percent of the 14,958 foreign workers. Even if all the US workers not in the labor force were employed, more than 11,000 jobs would still need to be filled by foreign workers.” 
It’s not that we don’t want to give US eligible workers jobs. We just don’t have enough to support our growing needs. 
With the entire US labor force we are still 11 thousand workers short. 
This is not inclusive of the development plans already in the works. 
The CNMI will receive billions of dollars in new and promising investments to our tourism sector. The hotels and casinos will require thousands of employees. One investment alone will require up to 4 thousand employees in a wide range of occupations. We simply do not have the US workers available to fuel this continued and necessary economic growth. 
Thank you for your time and for the opportunity to address these pressing concerns of the CNMI. 
I look forward to hearing your questions and collaborating with the territories, the Department of Interior and our federal agency partners as we take on the great challenges that lie before us. 
Si yu’us maase and thank you. 





 

