"“"i‘;\ TWENTY-THIRD NORTHERN MARIANAS COMMONWEALTH LEGISLATURE

HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES
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The Honorable Edith E. DeLeon Guerrero

President

The Senate

Twenty-Third Northern Marianas
Commonwealth Legislature

Capitol Hill

Saipan, MP 96950

Dear Senate President DelLLeon Guerrero:

I have the honor of transmitting herewith for Senate action H. B. No. 23-107, HD1, entitled:
“To repeal the salaries of the Commissioners of the Commonwealth Casino Commission and
to require that these Commissioners receive compensation in accordance with
1 CMC § 8247.”, which was passed by the House of Representatives on First and Final Reading,
with the affirmative vote of three-fourths of the members voting, a quorum being present, during
its Fifth Day, Fourth Regular Session on November 22, 2024.

Sincerely yours,

junnia, MPA

House Clerk
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Transmittal to the SENATE

Received by: Q%C———— Date: u\ 2& qu\é Time: 3\A ‘Zv/".

e




10

11

TWENTY-THIRD NORTHERN MARIANAS COMMONWEALTH
LEGISLATURE
IN THE HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES
MAY 10, 2024
Second Special Session, 2024 H. B. 23-107, HD1

A BILL FOR AN ACT

To repeal the salaries of the Commissioners of the
Commonwealth Casino Commission and to require that these
Commissioners receive compensation in accordance with 1
CMC § 8247.

BE IT ENACTED BY THE 23R° NORTHERN MARIANAS
COMMONWEALTH LEGISLATURE:

Section 1. Findings and Purpose. This legislation repeals the salaries of

the Commissioners of the Commonwealth Casino Commission and requires that
these Commissioners receive compensation in accordance with 1 CMC § 8247.

The Legislature finds that pursuant to 4 CMC § 2313(g), the Commissioners
of the Commonwealth Casino Commission were compensated at the rate of
$40,000.00 for the first year of the Commission's existence and $65,000.00 per
annum for each year thereafter.

A comparison of these salaries against compensation received by other
commissioners and board members of entities within the Commonwealth of the
Northern Mariana Islands Government reveals a significant disparity. For instance,

the Commissioners of the Public Utilities Commission and the Members of the
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Commonwealth Economic Development Authority Board of Directors are
compensated in accordance with 1 CMC § 8247, which states “the rate of
compensation for meetings attended for members of all government corporations,
councils, commissions, [and] agencies . . . shall be no more than $60 for a full day
meeting and no more than $30 for a half day or less meeting; provided that the
compensation shall not exceed a maximum of $6,000 per year . . ..”

In light of this disparity and the dire economic situation currently faced by
the Government of the Commonwealth of the Northern Mariana Islands, the
Legislature finds that the compensation received by the Commissioners of the
Commonwealth Casino Commission are disproportionately high. This legislation
rectifies the disparity in compensation between the Commissioners of the CNMI
Casino Commission, and other similarly-situated positions within the CNMI
Government.

Further, this adjustment ensures that the Commissioners of the
Commonwealth Casino Commission are fairly compensated for their contributions,
brings the Commissioners’ compensation in line with compensation for comparable
roles, and lessens the financial burden on the CNMI Government.

Thus, the purpose of this legislation is to repeal the salaries of the

Commissioners of the Commonwealth Casino and require that these
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Commissioners, like other similarly-situated CNMI Government officials, receive
compensation pursuant to 1 CMC § 8247.
Section 2. Amendment. 1 CMC § 8247(k) of the Commonwealth Code is
hereby amended to read as follows:
“(k) This section shall ret apply to members of the Commonwealth
Casino Commission.”
Section 3. Amendment. 4 CMC § 2313(g) of the Commonwealth Code is
hereby amended to read as follows:
“(g) Compensation. Members of the Commission shall each be

compensated in accordance with 1 CMC § 8247.-at-therate-6f $-40,000-00

Section 4. Severability. If any provisions of this Act or the application of

any such provision to any person or circumstance should be held invalid by a court

of competent jurisdiction, the remainder of this Act or the application of its
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provisions to persons or circumstances other than those to which it is held invalid
shall not be affected thereby.

Section 5. Savings Clause. This Act and any repealer contained herein

shall not be construed as affecting any existing right acquired under contract or
acquired under statutes repealed or under any rule, regulation, or order adopted
under the statutes. Repealers contained in this Act shall not affect any proceeding
instituted under or pursuant to prior law. The enactment of the Act shall not have
the effect of terminating, or in any way modifying, any liability, civil or criminal,
which shall already be in existence on the date this Act becomes effective.

Section 6. Effective Date. This Act shall become effective on the first day

of the fiscal year immediately following the fiscal year in which it was approved

by the Governor or became law without his approval.

Prefiled: 5/9/2024

Date: Introduced by: /s/ Rep. Marissa R. Flores
/s/ Rep. Roman C. Benavente
/s/ Rep. Julie M. A. Ogo
/s/ Rep. Edmund S. Villagomez
/s/ Rep. Ralph N. Yumul

Reviewed for Legal Sufficiency by:

/sl Joseph M. Hallahan [5/8/2024]
House Legal Counsel

HB 23-107 HD1 Reviewed for Legal Sufficiency by:

[s/ Joseph L.G. Taijeron, Jr. [10/17/2024]
House Legal Counsel























































e A full-time, salaried Commission provides dedicated focus and continuous oversight,
which is essential in the fast-changing cannabis industry. Full-time members gain in-
depth knowledge of cannabis regulations and industry trends, enabling them to quickly
address emerging issues, adapt regulations, tackle challenges, and ensure consistent
decision-making and policy implementation.

¢ In contrast, a part-time commission board can encounter several challenges. These
include members’ limited availability to fully engage with the complexities of the
cannabis industry, resulting in slower decision-making and potential delays in regulatory
processes. There may be inconsistencies in oversight and enforcement of regulations,
which could impact the industry’s stability and compliance. Part-time members might
lack the same level of expertise or up-to-date knowledge as full-time members,
potentially affecting the quality of governance and strategic planning. Additionally, their
other professional commitments could lead to conflicts of interest, compromising their
impartiality and decision-making. Coordination among part-time members can also be
more difficult, leading to inefficiencies and communication gaps.

Furthermore, maintaining a full-time salaried Commission ensures the implementation of strong
and effective regulatory and enforcement systems, as intended by the U.S. Department of Justice
for states or territories that have opted to legalize cannabis. These systems and guidance address
potential threats to federal priorities, such as preventing distribution to minors, preventing
revenue from going to criminal enterprises, and preventing diversion to neighboring island
nation states where cannabis remains illegal. Additionally, they aim to prevent drugged driving
and other adverse public health consequences, prevent the growing of cannabis on public lands,
prevent cannabis possession or use on federal property, maintain accurate records, ensure product
safety, and prevent illegal activities associated with cannabis. Please refer to the enclosed
Department of Justice memorandum dated August 29, 2013, known as the Cole Memo, which
emphasizes guidance on marijuana enforcement.

Your Committee may be aware that the U.S. Drug Enforcement Agency has proposed moving
cannabis from Schedule I to Schedule IIT under the Controlled Substances Act. This change
would recognize the medical use of cannabis and reduce some federal restrictions, but states and
territories would still need to align their regulations with federal guidelines. If cannabis is
rescheduled to Schedule II1, it would still require regulation by a cannabis board or similar
regulatory body. The rescheduling would change the legal status and some regulatory aspects,
but the need for oversight remains crucial to ensure compliance with laws and regulations,
manage licensing, and maintain public health and safety standards.

Similarly, the upcoming 2024 Farm Bill has sparked significant debates and concerns regarding
synthetic cannabinoid delta-8 THC and other intoxicating hemp-derived cannabinoids. Some
states have already moved to ban or restrict delta-8 THC. The Farm Bill could further complicate
this landscape by introducing new federal standards that might conflict with state laws. In the
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CNMTI’s case, this could necessitate amending the CNMI Hemp Farming Industry Act of 2019
(Public Law 21-25) and adjusting the Commission’s responsibilities to include the regulatory
oversight of intoxicating hemp-derived products.

Finally, please note that the CNMI’s cannabis industry is still in its infancy, having operated for
only four years since August 4, 2020, when the Commission began accepting applications
through its emergency regulations. The subsequent COVID-19 pandemic, including shutdowns,
lockdowns, and vaccinations, severely slowed progression, although Commission members
continued addressing cannabis matters during this period.

The initial Commission members were sworn in in September 2019 and had 180 days to develop
emergency regulations, which were completed by March 2020. This led to the beginning of
accepting applications in August 2020. Formal cannabis regulations were subsequently adopted;
however, they require continual updates to meet CNMI’s industry needs. Additional regulatory
inclusions are required for medical marijuana, pesticide use, and cannabis tracking. Additionally,
regulations will need further amendments to align with changes in federal standards, should
marijuana be rescheduled, and potential changes to the 2024 Farm Bill that may require
oversight over intoxicating hemp-derived products.

We hope the justifications given above are worthy of your Committee’s reconsideration to
maintain full-time salaried Commission board members and defer H.B. 23-107.

Should your Committee decide otherwise and pass H.B. 23-107, we would like to highlight the
following points for the record:

e Three Commissioners resigned from their former employment to join the Commission.
Two members were CNMI Government civil service employees: one was a permitting
supervisor with the Saipan Zoning Office, and the other was an agriculturist with the
Department of Lands and Natural Resources, Division of Agriculture, and a U.S. Marine
Corps veteran. They were required to resign from their government positions to serve as
Commission members. The third member resigned from the Liquor and Cannabis
Regulation Branch in British Columbia, Canada, after being recruited to assist with the
development of the CNMI’s cannabis industry. Had it been known that H.B. 23-107, a
reintroduction of H.B. 23-21, would be part of the CNMI Government’s arrangement,
these members might have made different decisions about joining the Commission.

¢ Unlike other CNMI Government entities with part-time or full-time boards and large
teams of personnel, the Commission is a revenue-generating and self-sufficient entity. It
does not require funding appropriations from the general fund and does not contribute to
the depletion of the government’s general fund.
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Thank you again for the opportunity to comment. We hope your Committee reconsiders its
decision. We are happy to answer any questions or provide further information to clarify our
comments on H.B. 23-107.

Respectfully submitted by:

Juan T. Iguel Journie Hofschneider
Chairman Vice Chairwoman

/s/ Thomas L. Songsong
Thomas L. Songsong Jose B. Palacios
Secretary Member
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