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Mr. Chairman:

Thank you for holding this important hearing regarding Public Law (P.L.) 110-28 which increased minimum wage in American Samoa and the Commonwealth of the Northern Mariana Islands (CNMI) by fifty cents per hour effective in July of last year, and automatically every year thereafter until 2014 for American Samoa, and 2015 for CNMI.  

Prior to the next set of increases taking place, PL 110-28 also required the U.S. Department of Labor’s (DOL) Bureau of Statistics to undertake a study to determine what impact these increases would have on both economies.  The DOL released its report in January of this year.  Last week, at my request, the House Resources’ Subcommittee on Insular Affairs also held a field hearing in American Samoa to receive testimony regarding the impact of minimum wages increases in the Territory, and to consider the DOL findings.    
As you may know, the United States Territory of American Samoa lies 2,300 miles southwest of Hawaii, covers a land area of 76 square miles, has a population of less than 70,000 and a per capita income of $4,300 per year.  More than 80% of American Samoa’s economy is dependent either directly or indirectly on two United States tuna canneries which employ more than 5,150 people of 74 percent of the workforce.  

For the past ten years, StarKist and Chicken of the Sea have refused to increase wages for Samoan workers by anything more than 3 cents an hour.  Because the tuna canneries have not done right by our local workers while exporting billions and paying their top executives millions of dollars in salaries, bonuses, and benefits, I supported a one-time increase of fifty cents per hour for our tuna cannery workers and lowest-paid government employees making less than $5.15 per hour.  
While both companies threatened to lay off workers due to the increase from $3.26 per hour to $3.76, the DOL report states “that neither Chicken of the Sea nor StarKist has reduced output or working hours in immediate response to the first fifty-cent increase in the minimum wage.”  I am pleased by this outcome.
However, I am also concerned that further increases could be harmful to our economy.  This is why I opposed automatic increases, or escalator clauses.  Mr. Chairman, you also opposed automatic increases as did Senators Inouye and Akaka.  Unfortunately, we were unsuccessful in removing this language prior to escalator clauses becoming law.  Now that the DOL report confirms our position that automatic increases could be harmful to the economies of American Samoa and CNMI, I have introduced H.R. 5154 which would end automatic increases and would empower the DOL, in consultation with the Secretary of the Interior and the governments of American Samoa and CNMI, to conduct economic assessments every two years to determine when and if our economies can absorb future increases.  I have made Chairman Miller aware of this legislation and I am hopeful that as a result of the recent field hearing held in American Samoa, and also as a result of your hearing today, that Chairman Miller will support the intent of this legislation and work with us to find a solution that is fair to our workers and good for our economies.  

Given that American Samoa’s economy is not diversified, we cannot afford for our canneries to pack up and leave.  This is why the Governor, my office, and the Fono have worked together to provide our canneries with the local and federal incentives they need to stay in American Samoa.  However, despite our best efforts to support our canneries, the DOL reports that when asked how quickly a decision could be implemented to transfer production to tuna canning facilities elsewhere, one industry spokesman replied, ‘Minutes.’”  In my humble opinion, a response like ‘minutes’ shows a disregard for our people and Territory and suggests that when our canneries go, they will give no notice.

According to the DOL, when our canneries go, their closure will have a ripple effect on our economy and could amount to a loss of 7,825 jobs.  This is unacceptable and this is why I believe it is important for us to give our tuna canneries every reason to stay until the time comes for them to move elsewhere.  Simply put, we must slow down the departure of our canneries until our economy is diversified.

Slowing down their departure means ending escalator clauses.  Even though the DOL did not have the time it needed to fully assess the impact automatic increases would have on our economies in the years to come, the DOL report does show that the results would not be positive.  The DOL report also states that raising the minimum wage in American Samoa to $7.25 an hour would be like raising the minimum wage in the States to $16.25 per hour.  An increase like this is not sustainable, and I believe is an unintentional outcome of P.L. 110-28 which I hope will soon be corrected.

Finally, in closing, I want to remind this committee that our canneries will go one day regardless of what we do.  Both canneries reported to the DOL that the tuna market is now focused on sealed foil packages rather than traditional canned tuna.  If this is true, it stands to reason that if StarKist and Chicken of the Sea were committed to American Samoa, they would be shifting production in American Samoa from cans to pouches so that we could grow with the industry.  But, to my knowledge, neither cannery has implemented a large-scale plan that would change our operations from cans to pouches.

The reason for this is simple.  Pouched tuna is generally hand-packed meaning it is a labor-intensive process.  Labor rates in American Samoa are now $3.76 and more per hour.  In Thailand and South America, which are American Samoa’s competitors, labor rates are sixty cents and less per hour.  If StarKist and Chicken of the Sea have told DOL the truth, if the global tuna market is moving from cans to pouches, our canneries will go where labor is cheapest given that their guiding economic principle is “to maximize the returns [they give] to [their] investors,” not to their workers, as stated by StarKist in testimony it submitted before Special Industry Committees.  
While I wish StarKist and Chicken of the Sea would be better corporate partners and stay in American Samoa for the long-haul, especially since they have exported almost $10 billion dollars worth of tuna from our home and lived off our backs for more than 50 years, American Samoa cannot and must not remain dependent on a single-industry.  At some point, the American Samoa Government must be about the business of implementing the findings of the American Samoa Economic Commission.  

But as long as the tuna industry is with us, I will continue to do everything I can to encourage them to stay including pushing for extension of 30A tax credits, ending escalator clauses, and protecting their interests in any and all future trade agreements.

Mr. Chairman, I thank you for holding this hearing and I look forward to working with you and Chairman Miller to find a legislative fix that will address the concerns I have raised.  Given our time constraints, I would like to also ask if, in addition to my testimony today, if you would include, as a matter of record, my statement before the House Resources’ Subcommittee on Insular Affairs, which is more comprehensive in nature.  
I would also like to submit, for the record, my 2001, 2003, and 2005 testimony before the U.S. Department of Labor’s Special Industry Committees No. 24, 25, and 26, each of which provides an historical accounting of the relationship between minimum wage rates in American Samoa and the U.S. tuna industry, which was responsible for suppressing wages in the Territory beginning in 1956.
Finally, on behalf of the people of American Samoa, I express our sincere appreciation for your interest in the welfare of our future.  
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