
MENTION
H-1B VISAS these days and you
are likely to spark a heated debate,

especially among IT workers. Many do not even want to dis-
cuss this heated topic. Some of us may be wishing for the
issue to go away. The H-1B Visa issue is a fact of life now at
many work places.

What we will do in this article is “pop the hood” and take
a look underneath this controversial issue. They say the devil
is in the details. It’s worth exploring the detailed reasons why
H-1B is both endorsed and condemmed as a hiring practice.
We will have opposing spokespersons state their views later
in this article. You the reader can be the judge.

A SAMPLING OF H-1B PRESS COVERAGE

H-1B VISAS go through their cycles of getting press cov-
erage. Sometimes it’s the topic de jure. What is intriguing
about this issue is how different people percieve the benefits
and perils. For example, one way to look at H-1B is that it is
a source of great innovation and creator of jobs for the U.S.
economy. In the 10/04/04 issue of eWEEK, writer
N.Sivakumar provides some striking examples of how H-1B
has resulted in many benefits for the American economy and
its IT workers. Consider some of these great IT innovators:

Sameer Bhatia—founder of hotmail
Sergey Brin—co-founder of Google
Vinod Dham—designed the pentium chip
James Gosling—developed the JAVA Language
It might surprise us that some of the innovators mentioned

here and many others like them got their start with H-1B
Visas. It makes you wonder what would have happened if
some of these pioneers decided to pursue their ambitions in
other places such as Austrialia or Europe. This brings up a
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point made by N.Sivakumar. Many of the H-1B hires played a part in
this country to help compete against software companies from Europe
and Japan.

One American company that has been to trying to effectively deal
with this issue is Microsoft Corporation. As some of you might know,
Bill Gates himself has spoken openly about the topic. This caught the
attention of the Associated Press back in late April of this year. In fact,
Mr. Gates openly suggested that the Bush Administration should end
H-1B Visa restrictions altogether. “The whole idea of the H-1B visa
thing is, don’t let too many smart people come into the country,” Gates
said during an invitation-only panel discussion at the Library of
Congress. “The thing basically doesn’t make sense.”

To get further clarification on this view, Technical Support magazine
contacted Microsoft for more details. We got to speak with a Microsoft
spokesperson on the H-1B Visa topic.

According to the spokesperson, this is what Microsoft has to say on
this topic -

“Microsoft will continue to aggressively recruit U.S. workers for
positions both in the U.S. and around the world.

Given the demands of today’s global marketplace, the high-tech
industry, Microsoft included, has been required to access professional
talent from other countries as well. The U.S. government’s H-1B and
L visa programs provide such access. Microsoft uses these visas on a
selective basis to employ professional researchers, engineers and
managers. Microsoft’s primary focus is to make sure our younger
people are trained and excited about entering careers in math and sci-
ence. As a result, we have long supported efforts to improve learning
via technology.

In addition, through our newly launched Partners in Learning pro-
gram, we are providing K-12 teachers and students even greater
access to the latest technology and, more importantly, training in how
to use technology to meet basic educational needs. Private sector sup-
port for education can only complement government’s role. To assure
the domestic workforce remains competitive, policymakers must
demonstrate their commitment to early education in math and sci-
ence, advanced education in computer science and allied fields, and
worker retraining.”

Not everybody is on board with the H-1B Visa program. Another
eWEEK article “H-1B Visa Expansion Comes Under Fire”
(11/29/04) expresses some of the sentiment felt by American IT
workers. There seem to be cases where employers are favoring
cheaper labor over those with years of IT experience. As the article
points, the combination of H-1B Visas with increased outsourcing to
cheaper countries is causing resentment by many IT workers of com-
panies importing foreign labor.

The H-1B Visa has become source of great business for the Lobby
industry. Many lobbying groups have stepped up to the plate support-
ing and opposing this program. In an 11/17/04 issue of
CongressDaily, there is an excellent summary of the different lobby-
ing groups that have H-1B Visas as their rallying cry. The groups that
are in favor of H-1B Visas include Compete America and the
Computer and Communications Industry Association. These groups
see the visa program as a way to take away much needed talent from
other countries to help compete. Groups opposing H-1B Visas
include NumbersUSA and The Federation for American Immigration
Reform. From their veiwpoint, the visa program is a way to import
cheap labor and as a result “forces mass population growth and
depresses vulnerable workers’ wages.”

H-1B VISA ROAD TRIP

Being the curious sort, I thought I would visit the websites of these
organizations to get more insights. It was an interesting online road
trip. For anyone wanting to track both sides of this issue, visiting these
sites can help to get an understanding of how these opposing groups are
getting their facts to form their opinions. Here is some of what I found
on the journey to these sites.

Those in Favor
Our first visit is to the Compete America website at www.com-

peteamerica.org. This site provides quite a testimony on the link
between education and a nation’s competitiveness. Of particular
interest is their collection of education statistics on a state by state
basis. You can click on your state and find out what percentage of
graduate students in technical fields are foreign born. In my home
state of Virginia, the statistics were interesting. It turns out that
“more than 42% of all engineering PhDs awarded at Virginia’s main
engineering universitites are to foreign nationals. Additionally, “for-
eign nationals account for approximately 38% of all engineering
masters degress from the same universitites. Nationally the statistics
show that “50% or more of many post graduate degrees are awarded
to foreign nationals.”

Compete America has a good section on news coverage for this
topic. Here you can see the latest news stories. In addition, there is a
section that covers government resources related to legal hiring of for-
eign nationals along with congressional testimony and letters written to
the Bush Administration and members of congress. They also have
links to other sites that include research reports addressing changes in
the global economy and its impact on hiring and competitiveness.

Our next visit is to the Computer and Communications Industry
Association’s (CCIA) website. Their url is www.ccianet.org. The CCIA
covers a more diverse industry group. In addition to IT, the CCIA also
has member companies from different sectors of the computer and
communications industries. They cover a broader range of legislative
issues that include intellectual property protection, privacy, and
Internet taxation. H-1B is just one of many issues they cover. What I
found useful at the site was their search box. The site has numerous
resources and their search box can help you narrow the information you
seek on a topic. In their box, I typed in H-1B Visa and found two
results. One of them was a November 12, 2004 letter written by CCIA
to Congressman Bill Frist. Their letter was requesting foreign nationals
with advanced degrees be exempt from H1-Visa quotas. Much like
Compete America, CCIA was indicating that loosing some of these
degree holders impedes our competiveness in the global economy.

Those who are opposed
We now at the opposition’s website. Our first site is NumbersUSA

at www.numbersusa.com. This site has some very interesting fea-
tures. For example, if you feel strongly enough about the H-1B Visa
issue, you can fax Congress using your PC without the need for a fax
machine. Best of all, you can do this for free! The H-1B Visa item
you can fax Congress is to “Ask Congress to turn back the H-1B
loophole for foreign graduates with a Masters degree or higher.”
Other legislative items you can fax Congress include imposing
stronger border controls, issuing secure ids, and “opposing amnesty
for 12 million illegal aliens.” As a computer person, I found this fea-
ture quite interesting. You fill in your name, address, and zip code
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and the prewritten fax letter will go directly to the congressperson
who represents you. This site covers other topics related to immi-
gration which include urban sprawl, environmental issues, and loss
of farmland. Much like the CCIA site, the NumbersUSA site has a
search box in which you can look for information on specific topics.

Our last site on the online road trip is Federation for American
Immigration Reform (FAIR) for short. Their url is www.fairus.org.
FAIR identifies itself as a non-partison group that has both liberals and
conversatives as members. They cover the broad issues of immigration
and are not limited to labor concerns. Some of their other agenda items
include National Security and Environmental issues related to immi-
gration reform.

FAIR has a nice feature under their “What’s New” section. Each
week FAIR provides a weekly update on the latest legislative and pol-
icy developments related to immigration policies. This is updated
every Monday.

I did find two thought provoking research studies on this site:
“H-1B Visas: Harming American Workers”
The thesis of this study is that “the H-1B visa program is displacing

American workers and lowering wages.” This was interesting to read.
They emphasize that importing more workers during times of high
unemployment could potentially impact the earning power of many IT
workers. One specific statistic cited was from The Independent
Computer Consultants Association reporting “that the use of cheaper
foreign labor has forced down the hourly rates of U.S. consultants by
as much as ten to 40 percent.”

“Why the IT Industry Doesn’t Need More H-1B Workers”
The thesis of this study is that “the high tech industry should be able

to fill its jobs without resorting to importing foreign workers.” This
study questions the notion that many IT jobs require advanced degrees.
Many core IT jobs in fact do not. This study even mentions yet another
controversial issue in the IT job market, the issue of age discrimination.
From their viewpoint, there is a large untapped pool of experienced
older IT workers that address any perceived IT shortage.

H-1B VISA POINT COUNTERPOINT

We interviewed Harris Miller from the Information Technology
Association of America (www.itaa.org), and he had this to say about
the H1-B Visa issue.

Technical Support magazine: There seems to be plenty of opposition
for the H-1B Visa program. From your perspective, why are so many
against using H-1B Visas?

Harris Miller: The opposition still comes from a combination of mis-
understanding and political motivation. There are some individuals,
particularly those attached to labor unions, who continue to intention-
ally play fast and loose with the facts.

The annual number of H-1B Visas granted annually accounts for
less than one one-thousandth of a percent of the overall U.S. work-
force. Those individuals that are allowed in, though, play a vital role
in the U.S. economy. These highly skilled immigrants help drive
innovation, creating more U.S. jobs, spurring growth, and sharpen-
ing America’s competitive edge to the benefit of employees and
employers alike.

In addition to giving employers access to this talent, the H-1B and
other skilled immigration programs give U.S. taxpayers a bigger return

on the tax dollars they invest every year in U.S. institutions of higher
learning. A significant number of foreign students are enrolled in U.S.
advanced math, science and engineering graduate programs. These stu-
dents are key to continued research advances and their tuition payments
help keep the cost of higher education from growing even faster than it
already is for American students. The H-1B program allows them to
continue to contribute to our economy after they earn their degrees.
Forcing foreign students to return home after earning their advanced
degrees sends that public investment packing and helps strengthen our
foreign competitors.

TSM: To many IT workers, H-1B Visas are a threat to their livelihoods.
Is this legislation really a threat to their employment?

HM: I’m not clear on exactly what legislation you are referring to here.
Generally speaking, you can refer to my first answer for the impact of
this and similar programs on the number of jobs in the U.S. The bot-
tom line is skilled immigrants in the H-1B programs grow the U.S.
economy and grow U.S. job opportunities.

TSM: What is the most misunderstood aspect of this program?

HM: Critics either misunderstand or intentionally misconstrue the fun-
damentally positive impact of skilled immigration on the American
economy and the resulting increase of jobs for U.S. IT workers. They
also continue to call the H-1B program a “cheap labor” program
although H-1B workers are actually more expensive than U.S. workers
because of strong labor protections built into the law.

TSM: There seems to be a shortage of sought after workers with
advanced degrees. It is said that H-1B Visas address this shortage.
Could some of this shortage be addressed by hiring employees with
more years of experience and specialized training?

HM: There is a shortage of sought after workers with advanced degrees,
which is exactly why the American economy should not be deprived of
a single qualified individual, regardless of nationality.

The vast preponderance of immigrants with advanced degrees in
math, engineering or science are hired right out of U.S. institutions of
higher education, so the H-1B program is not seen as a way of aug-
menting the number of degree-holders educated in America.

While ITAA certainly supports training programs for experienced
professionals, much more is needed. In my view, the solution is to
double the number of U.S. college graduates in the fields of science,
technology, engineering and math. I personally have called upon
members of Congress to introduce legislation aimed at funding such
an effort.

TSM: What else would you like to say to our readership that might help
them to think differently about this topic?

HM: Unfortunately, some IT professionals see this as an “us versus
them” scenario, instead of a “win-win,” which it is. I hope they will
eventually come to see that a growing company with ready access to a
variety of skills and backgrounds ultimately provides more opportuni-
ties for all of its employees. Such companies are more creative and pro-
duce more successful products and services. They also are more
successful selling into the 94% of the global population that does not
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live in the U.S., and provides the fasting grow-
ing marketplaces. Growing companies mean a
growing industry contributing to a growing
economy, and that is clearly good for all
Americans, especially IT workers who pos-
sess skills.

We also interviewed Al Gray from the
National Society of Professional Engineers
(www.nspe.org).

Technical Support magazine: There seems to
be plenty of support for the H-1B Visa pro-
gram. From your perspective, why are so
many in favor of using H-1B Visas?

Al Gray: They are in favor of using H-1B Visas
because they provide some labor in technol-
ogy and engineering areas needed to meet the
demand of employers, so you’re basically fill-
ing a need. They perceive there isn’t enough domestic help available so
they turn to international labor as an alternate source. But this program
is only supposed to be temporary. There is plenty of support for the pro-
gram if it does indeed remain temporary and isn’t expanded.

TSM: To many IT workers, H-1B Visas are a threat to their livelihoods.
Is this legislation really a threat to their employment?

AG: Not if the program is used as it was originally intended - used only
where there is a REAL shortage of qualified domestic workers. It’s
viewed as threatening because it could be used to fill positions for
which we have plenty of qualified, willing workers. It’s also threaten-
ing in the possibility that the program could be expanded to give Visas
to even more foreign workers.

TSM: What is the most misunderstood aspect of this program?

AG: The program is wider in scope than it was originally intended to
be—it’s become a more permanent long-term program to replace
domestic engineers and technology workers.

TSM: There seems to be a shortage of sought after workers with
advanced degrees. It is said that H-1B Visas address this shortage.
Could some of this shortage be addressed by hiring employees with
more years of experience and specialized training?

AG: I’m not aware there is a shortage of workers with advanced
degrees, although there does seem to be evidence of a reduction of
foreign students enrolling in graduate degree programs. This is due
to the harder security requirements to get into the U.S. This may be
a place where visas would actually help. But again, I am unaware of
a shortage of workers with advanced degrees already working in
these areas.

I believe that to some extent, one can always substitute experience
and specialized training for advanced degrees. I can’t imagine that most
employers wouldn’t agree.

TSM: What else would you like to say to our readership that might help
them to think differently about this topic?

AG: The H-1B Visa program has a very focused intent, and NSPE feels
the program should be used as intended and not expanded in any way.
NSPE was the first engineering society to come out with a clear posi-
tion statement on this issue when it was revisited. Elements of that
position statement are as follows:

NSPE supports the use of PE’s who are licensed and trained in our
ethical practices.

In NSPE’s view, the H-1B program decreases the use of PE’s and
allows engineers who are not trained in U.S. ethical practices to per-
form engineering services, which is detrimental to the public health,
safety, and welfare.

NSPE opposes increasing the H-1B cap above the current level
of 65,000.

SOME PARTING THOUGHTS

This topic certaintly has quite a following both pro and con. By try-
ing to lay down the views side by side, I hope that you will be able to
start making some sense out of this controversial issue. I must admit
that both sides have statistical facts on their side. If you feel strongly
either way, there are many ways to do something about it. This
includes writing Congress or by joining some of the organizations
mentioned here in this article. There are ways to get involved and not
feel powerless.

As always, please feel free to send your insights and comments to the
NaSPA editor at editor@naspa.com.

As the saying goes, “things could always be worse.” Imagine if H-
1B Visa issues had to be decided by a jury in trials. Especially, twelve
jurors who may not even be in the IT field. This would make for some
interesting media coverage. We probably would not get as much pub-
licity as some major celebreties have gotten lately with their trials.  

NaSPA member Bill Elder is a systems analyst with SETA Corporation sup-
porting an IT contract with the Department of Homeland Security. Bill is also
certified as a software tester through the Quality Assurance Institute. He
works primarily with mainframe and SAP-based systems.
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