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Pending Legislation Would Apply U.S. Immigration 
Law to the CNMI with a Transition Period Highlights of GAO-08-466, a report to 

congressional committees 

The Commonwealth of the 
Northern Mariana Islands (CNMI) 
is subject to most U.S. laws but, 
under the terms of its 1976 
covenant with the United States, 
administers its own immigration 
system.  It has applied this 
flexibility to admit substantial 
numbers of foreign workers, in 
addition to admitting tourists and 
foreign investors. 
 
The covenant grants Congress the 
right to apply federal immigration 
law to the CNMI. On December 11, 
2007, the House of Representatives 
passed legislation applying U.S. 
immigration law to the CNMI; as of 
report issuance, this legislation was 
pending in the Senate. If passed, it 
will amend the covenant and will 
apply federal immigration law to 
the CNMI 1 year after the 
legislation’s enactment, subject to a 
transition period that begins 1 year 
after enactment but may be 
delayed 180 days. 
 
GAO was asked to review key 
provisions of the pending 
legislation, current U.S. 
immigration law, and current CNMI 
immigration law, particularly 
regarding (1) foreign workers, (2) 
tourists, and (3) foreign investors.   
 
The Departments of Homeland 
Security and the Interior generally 
agreed with the findings in this 
report, and the Department of 
Labor provided no comments.  The 
CNMI government disagreed with 
some key findings related to GAO’s 
interpretation of the legislation. 
GAO continues to interpret the 
legislation as stated in this report. 
 

The pending legislation applies U.S. immigration law to the CNMI and 
provides federal agencies some flexibility in preserving the CNMI’s access to 
workers, tourists, and foreign investors as it transitions to a federal system. 
However, without implementing regulations, key details remain unknown. 
 
• Foreign workers. During the transition period, foreign workers may be 

admitted to the CNMI through exemptions from caps that restrict the 
number of U.S. visas for nonimmigrant workers. Workers not otherwise 
eligible under federal law may be admitted through a CNMI-only permit 
program, which may be extended indefinitely for up to 5 years at a time. 
Current workers who do not obtain U.S. immigration status may continue 
to live and work in the CNMI for a limited time. During and after the 
transition period, CNMI employers also can petition for nonimmigrant and 
employment-based permanent immigration status for workers under the 
same procedures as other U.S. employers. However, access to foreign 
workers in low-skill jobs will be limited after the end of the transition 
period in 2013 or 2014 and after any extensions of the CNMI-only permit 
program, because the demand for certain U.S. nonimmigrant worker visas 
recently has exceeded the supply and because no nonimmigrant visas are 
available for workers in continuous low-skill positions. While fees for the 
CNMI-only work permit will be determined by federal regulations and are 
unknown, the current fees for U.S. foreign worker permits that would 
apply after the end of the transition period and any extensions range 
higher than the CNMI’s current foreign worker permit fees. 

 
• Tourists.  The pending legislation establishes a joint visa waiver program 

by adding the CNMI to an existing Guam visa waiver program. The 
program exempts tourism and business visitors from certain countries to 
the CNMI and Guam from the standard U.S. visa documentation 
requirements. Citizens of countries not included in the CNMI-Guam or 
other U.S. visa waiver programs may apply for U.S. visitor visas, which 
require in-person applications and higher fees than the CNMI currently 
assesses. Changes in tourists’ access to the CNMI will depend on the 
countries included in the CNMI-Guam visa waiver program. Until the joint 
program’s implementing regulations are established, GAO cannot 
determine whether the program will be more or less restrictive than the 
current CNMI and Guam waiver programs. 

 
• Foreign investors. After federal immigration law applies, new CNMI 

foreign investors must meet federal law’s more stringent investment 
requirements to obtain immigrant investor status, which allows investors 
to petition for U.S. permanent resident status that is currently unavailable 
in the CNMI. New investors also could apply for nonimmigrant treaty 
investor status. In addition, the pending legislation allows current CNMI 
foreign investors to convert to CNMI-only nonimmigrant treaty investors 
during the transition period. 

To view the full product, including the scope 
and methodology, click on GAO-08-466. 
For more information, contact David Gootnick 
at (202) 512-3149 or gootnickd@gao.gov. 

http://www.gao.gov/cgi-bin/getrpt?GAO-08-466
http://www.gao.gov/cgi-bin/getrpt?GAO-08-466
mailto:gootnickd@gao.gov


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /PageByPage
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (None)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.00
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Preserve
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f300130d330b830cd30b9658766f8306e8868793a304a3088307353705237306b90693057305f00200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e30593002>
    /DEU <>
    /FRA <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice




