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Abstract

A college student gathers information in a 4 month span on one of the controversial issues in the Commonwealth of the Northern Marianas Island (CNMI), CW-1 Cap. The researcher, Alyssa Nicole R. Legaspi’s main objective of this research paper is to address to the community how the CW-1 Cap affects businesses and families. Findings from this research paper showed that most of the skilled workers that provide services in the tourism and healthcare industries are contract workers (CW-1). In depth research showed figures and data to help the readers get a better perspective of the issue. Importance of this issue emphasized through this research paper, will heighten the awareness of individuals, most especially government officials to work upon it.

Introduction and Background

Over the past 5 years, the Commonwealth of the Northern Marianas Islands, CNMI’s economy has been experiencing changes due to certain matters. One of the rising issues is the CW-1 cap, which is the limit on the total number of people who can be issued with a CW-1 status by United States Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS). The CW-1 cap in the Hospitality and the Medical industry in the CNMI is a controversial subject. There are two major sources of controversy that oppose to such matter. Those that support a continuation of the program, merely those businesses that benefit from foreign workers and those that want the program to stop. For instance, local people who think that foreign workers are abusing their program or those that think foreign workers have completely taken over the workforce of the island.  Although this issue may seem as if it’s the downfall of the CNMI’s economy, there may be a positive outcome towards this.  For example, if the cap will completely be eliminated in the year 2019, many local workers will be obliged to step up in filling the positions needed. Many of them will actually be motivated to participate in job internships, informal sessions or even acquire a degree within the field.  During the course of this study, several changes have occurred. One is the first ever increase in cap given additional of 350 permits. Second is the H1B/B2 visa extension that allows foreign workers from Guam to come to the CNMI. Lastly, in an article that just recently came out, the CEO of the CHC stated that the corporation is ready to apply green card for the long-term nurses (Saipan Tribune, 2017).

 This research paper basically is focused on the many jobs that are currently filled by foreign workers in the Hospitality and Medical industry, the impact that these foreign workers are making and  in hopes to find a possible answer to the research question- what is the outlook for the year 2019 when the CW-1 contract will cease to exist? Will the economy bloom, decline or will it remain similar? It is an important topic to give focus on because it affects the whole community of the CNMI. The student researcher thinks that this issue is comparable to a domino effect; because the CW-1 cap affects foreign workers in the Hospitality and Medical industries therefore leading to the belief that this may negatively affect the CNMI. 

According to the USCIS website, the CW-1 is basically a program that started on September 7, 2011. This program allows employers to temporarily hire nonimmigrant workers that are suitable for their workplaces. Although it may seem like it is a simple process, it actually is a tedious one for there are many requirements and precedent to follow. Once an employer petitions a foreign worker, the CW-1 status is only valid for a year. Until then, the employer must keep filing for an extension of status in advanced or else they will end up being “capped out” if the fiscal year has been reached. This merely means that once a foreign worker has been “capped out” they must return to their home country immediately and wait for another opening for the CW-1 program. Unfortunately, this program will come to an end on December 31, 2019 therefore leading to severe changes in the Hospitality and Medical industry.  In order for nonimmigrant workers to lawfully stay in the CNMI, they must obtain another type of visa for instance, a green card or a H1B/B2 (USCIS, 2017).

Literature Review

Most of CNMI’s main profit comes from the Tourism/Hospitality industry. Due to such a small, secluded island, there are not enough local residents with the required skilled sets to fill in the positions needed. Local workers are also much less fond of these jobs compared to foreign workers as said by one of the businessmen in the CNMI. “The real problem with hiring local resident workers is not that contract workers cost the employer less; it is because most local resident workers don’t want and won’t take the majority of jobs the foreign contract workers fill” (Marianas Variety, 2006 p. 1). An employer from one of the Hospitality industries also stated that “We are international and looking at multi-cultural guests. It would be good for us if we can hire some of them from overseas who has the language skills and different backgrounds, different cultures to provide better quality of service to our customers," (Choi, 2016). These are just some of the many reasons why the demand for foreign workers is predominantly high. According to GAO’s analysis of CNMI tax data, During 2015 there were a total of  12,784 foreign workers who made up more than half of the CNMI workforce and filled 80 percent of all hospitality jobs(GAO, 2017, para 1). In contrast, statistics of foreign workers in the Medical industry is obscure, but in accordance with GAO there are a total of 1,134 foreign workers in the Medical industry as of 2014 (Gao, 2017 p. 70). Overall, foreign workers in the Hospitality and Medical industry in the CNMI plays a significant role in the economy’s successes. Abolishing foreign workers in 2019 will cause a decline in the economy and could also lead to businesses shutting down. Because according to Mcphee and Conway, “Even if local residents are willing to take the low-wage jobs in hotels, restaurants, and retail stores—an assumption with little basis in past experiences…” (McPhee and Conway, 2008, p. 13) will still negatively affect the economy of the CNMI. On the other hand, according to GAO, “The CNMI Department of Labor has formed a task force to assess approaches for using workforce programs to prepare CNMI residents for jobs that will be available because of ongoing reductions in the number of foreign workers and the eventual expiration of the CW-1 program.” (Gao, 2017, pg. 27, para. 2)

Methodology

The initial step taken in completing this research paper is the use of triangulation to gather various data. The first method used was a quantitative research. The student researcher proposed a survey consisting of 10 questions with the intent to collect perspectives of the CW-1 cap issue. These were handed out to people in the Northern Marianas College. The survey was also posted on surveymonkey.com in hopes to get additional responses. Positive questions such as how do foreign workers benefit the Hospitality and Medical industry and what are the advantages of foreign workers in the community were asked. Negative questions were brought up as well. For instance, what will be the effect of the CW-1 cap in the year 2019 and what are the disadvantages of foreign workers in these industries. Secondly, the student researcher had access to experts (nurses, friends that have been affected by the CW-1 cap, CW-1 workers from the Medical and Hospitality industry) so a semi- structured interview to gain a deeper perspective towards the issue was achieved easily. In addition to interviews, letters were sent out to the chief executive officer of the CHC, the general consul of the Philippines, USCIS and lastly, the CNMI Dpt. of Labor. Among all the experts contacted, there were only a total of 3 respondents. In addition to collection of secondary sources, news articles from Marianas Variety and Saipan Tribune were also helpful. These news articles helped the student researcher gain an insight of what the people in the CNMI thought about the issue. Academic sources such as government reports from GAO were also reviewed to get the statistics of foreign workers in the CNMI. On the whole, the student researcher believes that these methods used fulfill the overall aim of her studies. Primarily because the research had to be done within a certain time frame so other research methods such as participant observation and ethnography would not be as effective and would be difficult to achieve in comparison to the ones listed above. 

Findings and Analysis

Once all the sources had been gathered, the student researcher then proceeded to organizing and analyzing the credibility of the collected data. This was done to help the researcher attain a better understanding of the issue and to see if the literature collected matched the research report. There were a total of 42 responses collected through the pilot survey in surveymonkey.com and the hard copies that were randomly handed out to people at stores, hotels and etc. Most of these respondents were females ranging from ages 17-60 years old and most were aware of the issue because they have families and friends that have been affected by it. The surprising connection is, when asked about the thoughts of the cap on the Hospitality and Medical industry, the answers were quite similar. The majority of respondents reported that the CW-1 Cap will drastically affect both industries, but when asked about the forecast for the year 2019, the student researcher had hypothesized that most would say the economy would decline, but surprisingly 64.29% of the respondents stated that they thought economy would remain similar.

Another significant discovery among these conducted surveys was most people seem to think that the CW-1 program should be extended since majority of the businesses have already learned to trust and value these foreign workers. What is most convincing is that when asked to give suggestions on how CNMI community should deal with the issue, nearly everyone suggested that there should be naturalization for foreign workers that have been serving the CNMI for a good amount of time. People also suggested that local workers should step up and start training for these jobs in case the CW-1 cap does get eliminated in the year 2019. 

In addition to these surveys, comparable findings were also discovered during the interview with experts. When similar questions were asked to “Interviewee A”, she mentions that “For an agency that is not adequately funded by the CNMI government, the effect of the cap is worrisome.” Although there is a pattern of negativity here, this industry has a possible solution that will hopefully help them for the upcoming year of 2019. On the other hand, “Interviewee B”, seems to be very supportive with CW-1 workers as she states that “The CW-1 workers help fiil the void created when U.S. workers are not available, so they are an integral part in operating our hotel.” This demonstrates how the CNMI’s economy is viewed by some to benefit from foreign workers.

Discussion

The CW-1 cap issue is a complex subject to research and for residents to discuss. What’s most interesting is that there weren’t any additional findings that arouse. The analyzed data is somewhat similar to the researcher’s findings. It seems that majority are aware of the issue and knew the effect it could have on the CNMI’s economy. The most relevant point is that the CW-1 cap will negatively affect the CNMI as this is proven in the recent report of GAO. “Eliminating the CNMI-Only Transitional Worker visa classification would have a negative effect on the CNMI’s economy, especially with Saipan experiencing renewed growth buoyed by new investments” (GAO, 2017, para. 1). Residents of the CNMI should take this awareness as a warning to prepare for the future obstacles the CNMI might encounter. 

Future Plans

The CW-1 cap issue is a really interesting topic to cover for a research study for it affects the whole community of the CNMI. Despite the fact that this study had to be done within a certain time frame, the study was still quite a success. The literature review found in the beginning was supported with the collected data towards the end. In addition, responses of the experts matched the proposition of the outlook for the year 2019. If given the chance to re-do the study in the future, the student researcher shall focus more on depth interview  rather than a semi-structured interview. For this will almost certainly help the student gain a deeper perspective towards the subject. The student researcher would also suggest that students looking at this topic in the future should think “outside the box”. This simply means the student researcher should not only focus on the negative, but also the positive side of the issue. 

Conclusion

The initial step was to narrow down the research question because the CW-1 cap is a broad subject. The finalized research question is “What is the effect of the CW-1 cap issue in the Hospitality and Medical industry in the CNMI? A process of collecting data through triangulation was proposed. The surveys and interviews were conducted to mainly get other’s point of view and to compare their insights with the findings from academic sources. It is found that the CW-1 cap issue affected these industries negatively. With these methods used, the student researcher has figured how essential these foreign workers are to the CNMI and the significant change the CNMI’s economy will endure when the cap is ceased.  
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Appendices

Appendix A

Survey Questions

1. State your gender, age and nationality
[image: image1.wmf]




2. Do you have any family member or friends that have been affected by this issue?
[image: image2.wmf]Yes
[image: image3.wmf]No
3. Would you consider foreign workers to be more skilled than local workers?
[image: image4.wmf]Yes, in certain aspects of a job
[image: image5.wmf]No not at all
[image: image6.wmf]It depends. Some are and some aren't. 
4. What do you think will be the effect of this issue in the Hospitality industry?
[image: image7.wmf]


5. What do you think will be the effect of this issue in the Medical industry?
[image: image8.wmf]


6. How do you forecast the outlook of the CNMI in the year 2019?
[image: image9.wmf]Blooming economy 
[image: image10.wmf]Declining of economy
[image: image11.wmf]Remains similar 
7. Should the CW program be extended in the year 2019 (the CW classification will cease to exist. Transitional workers who held the CW status must obtain nonimmigrant or immigrant status if they wish to stay in the CNMI lawfully.) or should the government completely cut it off? Explain your reasoning
[image: image12.wmf]




8. Should there be a naturalization pathway for the long term contract workers? Yes? No? or maybe? Explain your reasoning.
[image: image13.wmf]




9. Does this issue affect you personally? If yes, how?
[image: image14.wmf]


Appendix B

Survey Questions with Answers

1. State your gender, age and nationality

36 Females Ages 17-60 Filipino/Chamorro/ American

6 Males Ages 19-71  Filipino/ Chamorro/ American

2. Do you have any family member or friends that have been affected by this issue?

38 answered yes 

4 answered no

3. Would you consider foreign workers to be more skilled than local workers?

Yes, in certain aspects of a job (17)

No not at all (0)

It depends. Some are and some aren't. (25)

4. What do you think will be the effect of this issue in the Hospitality industry?

-Services may be reduced in hotels if unable to supply the growing demand of tourists

-Shortage of employees

-loss of profit and money

-more pressure on those who weren’t capped

-businesses might close down

5. What do you think will be the effect of this issue in the Medical industry?

-Lack of personnel’s will be willing to compromise the quality of patient care

-Shortage of nurses can lead to slower services

-Shortage of nurses can lead to some departments shutting down

-Weak industry 

6. How do you forecast the outlook of the CNMI in the year 2019?

Blooming economy (6)

Declining of economy (22)

Remains similar (14)

7. Should the CW program be extended in the year 2019 (the CW classification will cease to exist. Transitional workers who held the CW status must obtain nonimmigrant or immigrant status if they wish to stay in the CNMI lawfully.) or should the government completely cut it off? Explain your reasoning

-Majority answered yes because “foreign workers are the back bone of the economy”

-They are skilled workers thus an essential for the success of industries

8. Should there be a naturalization pathway for the long term contract workers? Yes? No? or maybe? Explain your reasoning.

Majority answered “yes” but with a condition. For instance, naturalization should only be granted to those who have been working in the CNMI for 10 years and above.

9. Does this issue affect you personally? If yes, how?

(38) yes

(4) Don’t care about the issue

10. Do you have any suggestions on how we could deal with this issue when the year 2019 comes?

-extension of program

-alternative permit 

-terminate the illegals

-encourage local people to work harder and help the CNMI instead of relying on government fundings like medicaid and food stamp.

Appendix C

Letters to experts 

Questions for the CNMI Dpt. Of Labor

1. What are the statistics of contract workers in the medical and hospitality industry based

on their ethnicities?

2. What are the differences between contract workers and local workers? Are there certain

benefits that local workers can attain that are not available for contract workers?

3. How do you see the CNMI & the economy in two years when the CW cap will finally be

eliminated?

4. Do you guys have a plan for the future?

Questions for the Executive officer of the CHC

1. What is the statistics of the CW nurses before and after the CW cap?

2. How has the CW cap affected the Medical industry so far?

3. What is your honest opinion on this issue?

4. Do you have any set plan for the upcoming year of 2019?

Questions for the governor

1. How do you feel about the CW cap issue?

2. As a governor, how could you help?

3. Do you have a plan for the year 2019?

Questions for the Philippine Consulate

1. What are the statistics of contract workers in the medical and hospitality industry based

on their ethnicity?

2. Do you know the status of the CW people & current situation after they have been capped

out?

3. How could you help the Filipinos here in the Hospitality/Medical Industry?

Questions for USCIS

1. Could you kindly give a more brief and detailed information about the CW cap (other

than the information showed on the website)?

2. How did the CW cap even came about?

3. What are the advantages and disadvantages of being under the CW contract?

Appendix D

Interviewee A

Questions and Answers

1. What is the statistics of the CW nurses before and after the CW cap?

The average number of CHCC’s foreign nurses before the cap is 135 and the same number remains almost the same after the cap. Most of the changes in any given years is due to resignations and we had been successful in replacement. 

2. How has the CW cap affected the Medical industry so far?

For an agency that is not adequately funded by the CNMI government, the effect of the cap is worrisome. Obviously, we can’t hire new nurses from foreign countries. Hence, CHCC has to look elsewhere – the local college and in the United States and its territories. It has affected it financially. The cost of care has risen because in order to be competitive in the job market, CHCC must increase the salaries for nurses and of course, for other staff to avoid salary disparities. Responding to healthcare needs by reforming services and operations are considered. We have to develop contingency plans that looks at prioritizing care and ensuring the standards are maintained in providing that care.

3. What is your honest opinion on this issue?

I understand the need to protect US borders and the need for immigration laws. Hire US first is a necessity, especially for an island that does not have a huge indigenous population. However, CNMI has always been a diverse community and welcoming others to our home has always been our tradition. The CNMI did not have the financial means needed to train and educate our people. So eliminating the CW without adequate funding is unfair and unrealistic. If planned properly and finance properly, the CNMI may have been able to eliminate problems we’re now encountering with the transition. For now, we need to see what we can do now.

4. Do you have any set plan for the upcoming year of 2019?

CHCC is working closely with the college to entice individuals to become nurses or join other health care positions. CHCC is also converting staff from one visa status to another in which they qualify for. This takes money and time and we have contracted a legal team from Guam to help us. We are also encouraging more local individuals to get into the health care field, through mentoring.

Interviewee B

1) How do you feel about the CW cap issue?
2) As heard in the news, we all know that the CW cap program will be fully stopped in the year 2019. What is your outlook towards the hotel in the coming year of 2019?

3) Statistics regarding the CW workers. For instance, how many foreign workers are currently working in the hotel? What department do they work for? and what is their ethnicity? (The collected data will basically be used for my research project)

4) How does foreign workers affect the hotel? (Positive/negative comments are accepted)

5)Lastly, do you guys have a set plan for the year 2019? (when all cw workers will be sent home)

1. I feel that the CW cap is too restrictive for any growth in the CNMI.  The current cap is sufficient to maintain the economy to current levels but not much more than that.  The cap by all rights should be increased to at least when it was originally set in 2011, 22,000 with room for further increases, in order to ensure the health of CNMI's economy. 

 

2. If the CW program is completely discontinued, the CNMI's population level will be insufficient to maintain hotels in Saipan perhaps 1 or 2 hotels might be opened and the rest would close or severely curtail their activities due to lack of staff - especially in the culinary, building maintenance, engineering and guest services sectors.  But then most of the tour agencies will also close down, virtually eliminating the package tour market. 

 

There are some people who claim that we could import workers from the US.  But that's not feasible as I forecast that the increased labor cost would double the hotel rates at the very minimum, so we would be pricing ourselves out of competition in the market.

 

3. We currently have ___ CW employees in all departments of the hotel.

 

4. The local population doesn't have enough of a labor pool to support the current economy.  It also lacks certain skilled positions, such as cooks, carpenters, construction, electricians, mechanics, etc.  Sometimes we have difficulty filling positions that does not require much experience or pre-employment skills like servers and lifeguards as oftentimes we see less applicants than the number of openings we have.  Furthermore, we see many applicants flock to clerical positions with limited positions while other positions with higher physical labor probabilities, like housekeeping, janitors and landscapers, have very little response.  The CW workers help feel the void created when US workers are not available, so they are an integral part in operating our hotel.

 

5. We don't have a set plan per se.  I think it will be a waiting game to see who goes out of business first so that we can hire whoever status qualified workers they have that we need.  So if the CW program ends, it would just be a matter of whether we can survive and outlast other businesses.  But even with that, we would have to shutter down a lot of our operations, due to lack of staff or inability to perform the necessary maintenance work to keep the operations open and operate at a reduced level.

