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Update

Most individuals are noted for celebrating odd holidays or the occurrence of
some unique event in history. For Minnesota legislators, Groundhog Dayis not one
of them. Even if the woodchuck did not see its shadow on Feb. 2, spring does not
come to the Capitol for members and staff until well after March 26, the first
deadline for bills to be out of committee and on their way to the floor for open
debate.

But February was observed as a celebration of Black History Month and March
is devoted to Women’s History Month. In honor of women’s history, you will find
some updated information on page 28 of this issue of Session Weekly. Much of the
index pertains to Minnesota women elected to the Legislature, including the first
four elected in 1922.

Likewise, a tribute is paid here to a small group who were, or are presently part
of aracial minority in the Legislature. The first to be elected was J. Francis Wheaton
in 1898. Much of his district included Bloomington, Edina, and Richfield. He
served for one term.

No other person of color was elected for 74 years until B. Robert Lewis became
the first black senator in 1972 from St. Louis Park. Lewis died in office in 1978. Also
in 1972, Ray O. Pleasant was elected to the House from the suburb of Bloomington.
He served until 1982.

Othersincluded Conrad Vega, a Latino from South St. Paul, elected to the Senate
in 1976, and Frank Rodriguez Sr., to the House in 1979, from St. Paul’s Mexican-
American community. Randy Staten was elected in1981. For three terms, he
represented Minneapolis’ near north side. The total population of members of
color dropped to one in 1986, when Richard Jefferson took the seat left open by
Staten.

Theelection year of 1990 brought in three new legislators and raised the minority
caucus to four. Harold “Skip” Finn, the first Native American in the Legislature
from Cass Lake served for two terms in the Senate. Across the way, the House
celebrated the arrival of Edwina Garcia, representing Richfield, and Carlos Mariani,
whose district encompasses downtown and the west side of St. Paul.

Garcia and Mariani continue to serve along with Jefferson, and first-term
representative Satveer Chaudhary, an East Asian-American from Columbia Heights.
With 39 women now in the House and four legislators of color, one of them recently
noted that “It may not seem like the opportunity is there for everyone, but the
promise of a truly democratic society definitely is.”

—LeClair G. Lambert
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On the cover: Despite recent balmy temperatures offering tempting hints of spring, a powdery but
deep March 4 snowcover reminded all Capitol visitors that winter has not yet relinquished its grip.
— Photo by Laura Phillips
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Week in Review . . . Feb.27 - March 6, 1997

Highlights

Property tax reform.. . .

Easing burden for businesses, homeowners, landlords

wners of low-income housing, older apartment buildings, and
commercial-industrial properties would see a cut in their property
taxes under bills approved by the House Taxes Committee’s Prop-

erty Tax and Tax Increment Finance Division March 5.
HF627, sponsored by Rep. Ann H. Rest (DFL-New Hope), would reduce
property tax rates for low-income housing by creating a new assessment

classification that would enjoy a 1.5 percent
property tax rate. Other low-income prop-
erties that don’t qualify for the new classifi-
cation, primarily residential, non-homestead
buildings containing up to three units and
non-subsidized apartments with four or
more units, would also geta tax break phased
in over three years beginning in 1998. By
2000, the non-homestead buildings would
be taxed at 2 percent and the non-subsidized
complexes at 2.8 percent. Currently, those
rates stand at 2.3 percent and 3.4 percent,
respectively.

Thebill also extends homestead status to some
low-incomehousing,imposesrentrestrictionson
landlords seeking to qualify for the new, lower
rates, and sets the percentage of rent that may
constitute property tax at 20 percent.

Under HF627, more than $14 million in
property tax revenue would be lost during
the coming 1998-1999 biennium and nearly
$60 million over the 2000-2001 period, ac-
cording to a Department of Revenue analy-
sis. To offset a potential tax loss to local
communities, the bill contains a provision
for increased Homestead and Agriculture
Credit Aid (HACA).

Low-income housing is now subject to a
“tremendously complex” property tax struc-
ture, Rest said. HF627 “brings uniformity
and consistency to that property tax type.”
Moreover, she continued, the bill would help
preserve Minnesota’s dwindling stock of af-
fordable housing.

On the other hand, Rep. Andy Dawkins
(DFL-St. Paul) felt HF627 did not go far
enough in that direction, particularly with
respect to federal programs already in place.
He introduced a series of amendments that
would have required a percentage of the
units receiving the tax break to be occupied
by Section 8 renters. Section 8 is the federal
subsidy to low-income tenants.

“This is a good bill,” Dawkins said, “but it
misses on one issue. It still allows properties
that don’t qualify for Section 8 to receive the
tax break.”

The percentage of landlords who accept
the federal subsidy is already startlingly low
and HF627 would do nothing to change
that, Dawkins argued. Indeed, it would dis-
courage more landlords from participating
in the Section 8 program by rewarding them
with a lower property tax, he said.
Ultimately, the division rejected the idea

taxincrement financing for qualifying prop-
erty owners. HF744 would exclude the value
of improvements to a property from assess-
ment for a five-year period, then phase in the
increase over a subsequent five-year term.
To qualify, a property must be a residential
apartment building with four or more units,
atleast 30 years old, certified as “affordable”
by the MHFA, and located in the seven-
county metro area. Several other caveats also
apply.

Richfield City Manager Jim Proctor said
the bill would help his community maintain
its stock of affordable rental housing by
encouraging the owners of aging buildings
to reinvest in their property.

While the bill would provide some incen-
tive to keep apartment buildings in good
repair, a Department of Revenue represen-
tative said, it could have some unintended
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A bill (HF627) that would significantly lower the property tax rate on aging apartments and low-income
housing won approval from the Property Tax and Tax Increment Finance Division March 5.

of tying a specific number of units to the
Section 8 program and Dawkins had to settle
for an amendment merely requiring the
Minnesota Housing Finance Agency
(MHFA) to monitor changes in the number
of landlords accepting Section 8.

HF744, sponsored by Rep. Edwina Garcia
(DFL-Richfield), also seeks to protect
affordable housing.

The bill provides a mechanism similar to

consequences for landlords if they confused
routine maintenance with actual, substan-
tive improvements.

“If you have an apartment complex and
you’re putting in a swimming pool — that’s
an improvement,” said Michael
Wandmacher, director of the revenue
department’s property tax department. “If
they’re changing the carpeting, that’s main-
tenance.”
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Robert Feuling, a small-business owner in Little
Falls, Minn., testified March 5 before the Property
Tax and Tax Increment Finance Division in favor
of a bill (HF6) that would reduce the tax rate on
commercial-industrial property.

HF6, sponsored by Rep. Steve Wenzel
(DFL-Little Falls) would reduce the prop-
erty tax burden on commercial-industrial
property by slashing the rate at which the
first $100,000 of value is taxed.

Under current law, the first $100,000 of
regular commercial properties is subject to a
3-percent property tax, while similar parcels
located in enterprise zones are taxed at 2.3
percent on the first $50,000 and 3.6 percent
for the next $50,000. Wenzel’s bill would
effectively do away with the enterprise-zone
distinction and tax both classes at
1.5 percent.

All three measures move to the full Taxes
Committee for consideration in the 1997
omnibus tax bill.

Lawmakers heard warnings of environ-
ment peril and assurances of good steward-
ship during a hearing on the impact of hog
feedlots.

The House Agriculture Committee and
the House Environment and Natural Re-
sources Committee conducted joint hear-
ings on the controversial issue Feb. 24 and
Feb. 28.

Officials from agricultural organizations
said Minnesota does not face the kind of

— F.J. Gallagher

AGRICULTURE

Feedlot problems
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feedlot problems occurring in other states,
but environmental leaders said odor prob-
lems and threats to ground and surface wa-
ter demand tighter regulatory oversight.

“The smell robs us of our quality of life,”
said Monica Kahout, a Renville County
farmer and member of the Land Steward-
ship Project. “When the neighborhood has
to plan their day around wind direction,
something is wrong.”

A feedlot is any building or lot where
animals are confined and manure can accu-
mulate, including manure lagoons used to
store waste. There are an estimated 45,000
feedlots in Minnesota.

Gov. Arne Carlson’s proposed budget calls
for $580,000 to be committed to feedlot
odor and waste research during the 1998-99
biennium, and several legislative proposals
related to feedlots are expected to be debated
this session.

Kahout and her family raise hogs on their
farm, and like many in rural communities,
they trace the problems with feedlots to the
advent of large, so-called corporate farms.

In Renville County, large hog operations
and the problems that sometimes accom-
pany them began to appear in the early 1990s.
The large hog farms, with manure lagoons
covering as much as 10 acres, are a nuisance
and a health threat, according to Kahout.

“Stewardship and family farms have al-
ways tried to go hand in hand,” she said. “We
have had livestock on our farm for almost 20
years, and neighbors have not found our
setup offensive.”

Kahout urged lawmakers to support im-
provements in state feedlot regulations, to
see that they are consistently enforced, and
to allow local government units the author-
ity to enact tougher requirements.

Julie Jansen of Renville County told a Feb. 28 joint
hearing of the Agriculture and Environment and
Natural Resource committees about the problems
sheandher family have suffered living nearaliquid
manure pond.

However, an official from the Minnesota
Pork Producers Association said the state’s
existing corporate farming laws and envi-
ronmental standards have prevented serious
hazards.

“Farmers are not in it for a quick buck.
They’re in it for the long haul,” said David
Preisler, executive director of the organiza-
tion. “If we do damage the environment,
then we’re not going to be in business for
very long.”

Minnesota’s current feedlot regulations
are already far ahead of other states where
serious problems have arisen, according to
Preisler. The lack of such laws allowed cor-
porate hog operations to develop unfettered
inplaces suchas North Carolina, where leak-
ing lagoons have fouled rivers and lakes.

“Those types of producers have absolutely
no place in the future of our industry,”
Preisler said.

Dwight Hasselquist, vice president of the
Minnesota Farm Bureau Federation, urged
lawmakers to avoid regulatory changes that
would hurt financially strapped family
farmers.

“Asregulationsincrease, the costs of meet-
ing those regulations increase,” Hasselquist
said. “It becomes more and more difficult
for the small operator.”

The problem with current state oversight
of manure lagoons is that it focuses on de-
sign of the facilities and does not pay enough
attention to their construction and opera-
tion, said Marie Zellar, organizing director
for Clean Water Action Alliance.

“We don’t have the regulation to protect
the environment, and we don’t have the
regulation to protect public health,” Zellar
said.

Rep. Steve Wenzel (DFL-Little Falls), who
chairs the Agriculture Committee, said the
feedlot issue is of vital interest to the state’s
agricultural industry.

“We can have in Minnesota a strong agri-
culture economy and simultaneously pro-
tect the environment,” Wenzel said.

Farm in the family

The House Agriculture Committee ap-
proved a bill March 3 that would provide
continued funding for a program that aims
to keep farms in the family.

HF463, sponsored by Rep. Gary Kubly
(DFL-Granite Falls), would provide $200,000
to the Passing on the Farm Center at South-
west Technical College in Granite Falls, Minn.

The funds would keep alive a program
thatassists families and others who are in the



process of transferring a farm from one gen-
eration to the next.

In 1995, the Legislature passed a law to
create the Passing on the Farm Center by
expanding an existing local program into a
statewide effort. But Gov. Arne Carlson line-
item vetoed the $100,000 appropriation for
the center.

Lawmakers passed a separate piece of leg-
islation in 1996 providing $50,000 for op-
eration of the center during fiscal year 1997,
and the governor signed the bill.

Prior to 1996, the project operated on
grant funding from the Southwestern Min-
nesota Initiative Fund, Sisters of Notre Dame,
and several other organizations and was lim-
ited to southwestern Minnesota.

The program has an annual operating
budget of about $125,000. Under Kubly’s
bill, the state would provide $75,000 in fiscal
year 1998, with the other $50,000 coming
from outside grants, and the state would
pick up the full tab of $125,000 in fiscal year
1999.

Between 200 and 300 families have re-
ceived some kind of assistance through the
program since it came under the state’s
umbrella July 1, 1996, according to Ivan
Anderson, program manager for the Passing
on the Farm Center.

The billnow moves to the House Environ-
ment and Natural Resources Finance
Committee.

Poor milk pricing

The House Agriculture Committee ap-
proved a resolution March 3 asking the fed-
eral government to provide relief for
Minnesota dairy farmers currently feeling a
financial squeeze.

HF1067, sponsored by Rep. Steve Wenzel
(DFL-Little Falls), would require the state to
send a resolution to Congress, the president,
and the Department of Agriculture asking
for changes in the federal milk pricing
system.

Minnesota dairy farmers in recent months
have seen a significant drop in the prices they
get for their products, while the state’s con-
sumers continue to pay exceptionally high
retail prices for milk.

Low prices paid to farmers are driving
them out of the dairy business, according to
Wenzel. The state is losing an average of
about three dairy operations a day.

“Itis notinconceivable to have this indus-
trydisappear from Minnesota,” Wenzel, who
chairsthe Agriculture Committee, said. Cur-
rently, the dairy industry generates $3.5 bil-
lion in annual gross revenues in the state and

provides employment for about 39,000
people.

The proposed resolution calls for an end
to a pricing system that is, according to the
resolution, “profoundly unfair and discrimi-
natory against Minnesota and Upper Mid-
west dairy producers.”

Italso requests that Minnesota and neigh-
boring states be allowed to form a compact
to guarantee dairy farmers a fair minimum
price if a similar compact already formed by
northeastern states is allowed to stand.

HF1067 now moves to the House floor.
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T CHILDREN

Special-needs adoptions

A bill to better reimburse licensed private
adoption agencies who help place children,
often from abusive homes, with new adop-
tive families is on its way to the governor.

The bill, which would reimburse agencies
up to $16,000 per child, passed the House
March 5 on a vote of 129-0. It passed the
Senate Feb. 24 on a vote of 62-0.

Currently, the Minnesota Department of
Human Services reimburses licensed private
adoption agencies a maximum of $4,000 per
case and the cap hasn’t increased since the
1980s. Today, it costs agencies from $8,000
to $13,000 to place a single child with special
needs, according to Bob DeNardo, a super-
visor in the department’s family and chil-
dren services division.

The current $4,000 cap discourages pri-
vate agencies, especially the small ones, from
actively seeking families for special needs
kids because they cannot recoup their costs,
said Rep. Jim Knoblach (R-St. Cloud) who
sponsored the bill (HF374/SF274%) in the
House.

The adoption reimbursement helps com-
pensate the private agency for recruiting
families, matching them with the right spe-
cial needs child, and preparing the family for
the child through education, counseling, and
home visits.

Specialneeds childrenare part of the Adop-
tion Assistance Program, and in many cases,
have been severely neglected or abused and
their parents have relinquished their paren-
tal rights to the state. The child may not only
suffer from physical problems but from be-
havioral, mental,and emotional onesas well.

These children often wait in foster care
until someone wants them, DeNardo has
said.

Currently, there are 1,700 children who
are considered wards of the state. Some are

being considered by families for adoption
but nothing has been finalized. As of Janu-
ary, however, no one has shown an interest
in 813 of those children.

Last year, more money was set aside for
reimbursement for private adoption agen-
cies, but steps to remove the cap have been
tied up by a departmental rulemaking pro-
cedure. The longer state officials wait to
make the change, the greater the risk that
fewer children with special needs will be
placed. The bill is designed to speed things
up.

(See Feb. 14, 1997, Session Weekly, page 4
and Feb. 21, 1997, Session Weekly, page 5.)

Child support update

The House Judiciary Committee’s Civil
and Family Law Division March 5 discussed
a bill to revise the state’s child support laws.

Many of the provisions of HF925—which
was not voted on — are mandates of the
Federal Welfare Reform Act, which is de-
signed, in part, to reduce the number of
families on welfare who are owed support
payments, and to step up enforcement on
those who owe them.

“The underlying message is that parents
are responsible for the support of their chil-
dren,” said Laura Kadwell of the Minnesota
Department of Human Services (DHS).
“There is no longer guaranteed cash assis-
tance in this country. Child support is the
one that is left and is being asked to pick up
the slack. People are coming to the county,
the state, and the Legislature and saying, ‘I
need child support. How do I get it?””

The intent is to draft the federal require-
ments “as conservatively as possible to avoid
misgivings about how far we’re going” re-
garding changing current law, Kadwell said.
The changes will become part of an omnibus
child support bill later this session, said Rep.
Andy Dawkins, (DFL-St. Paul), committee
chair.

Christa Anders of the DHS said that the
federal provisions coincide with the direc-
tion in which Minnesota law was heading
and that none are radical departures from
Minnesota child support policy.

The federal mandates and the bill cover
almost every aspect of child support law.
Some areas the committee discussed are:
provisions for keeping financial data on par-
ents who owe support payments; sanctions
on employers who fail to report relevant
information about those who are to provide
support payments; and mandatory commu-
nity service for an unemployed parent with a
child or children on welfare.
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The bill also includes details for reinstat-
ing the “most wanted” list of parents who are
delinquent in their payments. The new list
would be restricted to those who owe the
most money and those whom the state can-
not find. Its primary function would be to
help locate those parents, Kadwell said.

Some provisions are unbalanced, accord-
ing to Timothy Theisen, who testified on
behalf of R-KIDS, an advocacy group for
non-custodial parents. Theisen said those
requiring blood tests to prove paternity are
too broad and do not reflect the rights of
those ordered to undergo them. The provi-
sions of HF925 also fall short regarding a
parent’s rights in areas such as revoking
driver’s licenses for failure to pay; rules gov-
erning banks when they keep a debtor’s fi-
nancial records, and the criteria for
determining a non-custodial parent’s in-
come, he said.

Christina Huson, a St. Paul attorney with
experience in child support cases, said that
some of the new rules fail to take into ac-
count the realities of trying child support
cases and enforcing support provisions. She
wrote a list of items that Dawkins said the
committee will review.

Dawkins said the committee will make
further modifications to the child support
bill before passing HF925 on to the full Judi-
ciary Committee.

Later, the committee will address visita-
tion rights. “At issue is how do we enforce
visitation orders with the same vigor we do
support obligations.” he said.

It takes a steady hand

He had two minutes and 30 seconds to
complete the job. It would be close, but Rep.
Mike Osskopp (R-Lake City) thought he
could do it.

Working the levers from his perch up in
the crane’s cab, Osskopp tried his best to
grab a brick with the machine’s shiny silver
claw. After several attempts, he finally snared
one and began to move his prize over to the
hopper which would dump the brick on a
conveyor belt, down a chute, and into a bin.
He had less than one minute left until the
mechanical hand automatically released its
grip. The hopper, only five feetabove the pile
of rock, might have been a mile away.

“I'm no good at these,” Osskopp said as
the load began to swing wildly on the cable.
“I can never win at these things.”

Hopingagainsthope, Osskopp let the brick
go, but the load was moving too fast. It
clanged against the side of the hopper and
tumbled back down into the pile, to be picked
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Rep. Mike Osskopp made a strong impression on a wall of pins during the State Government Finance

Division’s March 3 tour of the Minnesota Children’s Museum in St. Paul.

up another day by some young visitor to the
World Works Display at the Minnesota
Children’s Museum in St. Paul.

Osskopp, along with a handful of the other
members of the House Governmental Op-
erations Committee’s State Government Fi-
nance Division, visited the museum March 3
attheinvitation of Ann Bitter, museum presi-
dent. The committee recommends the
amount of the museum’s budget, and Gov.
Arne Carlson’s 1998-99 biennial request con-
tains a $270,000 initiative for the institution,
which Bitter said would allow the museum
to expand on its mission to improve learning
readiness in the state’s children.

Beforelegislators toured the museum, Bit-
ter outlined several of their learning readi-
ness efforts, including one called “Bedtime
Book Reading.” The program takes place in
the early evening hours, just before most
children’s bedtime. Kids in their pajamas,
accompanied by their parents, can come to
the museum, Bitter said, to hear books read
by celebrity readers.

“We can’t teach them how to read,” Bitter
said, “but we can make them want to read.”

With that, the legislators were off to see
the displays, including Habitot, which Bitter
described as one of the few galleries in the
world set up for children between the ages of
6 and 48 months; and One World, an exhibit
that teaches the value of respect and coop-
eration by recreating public areas where chil-
dren might encounter people of different
ethnic backgrounds.

Debate on the museum’s budget will oc-
cur when the division’s omnibus funding
bill is assembled.

CRIME

Battles on the drug front

Two bills approved by the House Judi-
ciary Committee would give law enforce-
ment officers additional tools to fight illegal
drug use and sales. Adopted March 5, both
will be added to the omnibus crime bill to be
voted on later this session.

HF97 would address a method that drug
pushers now use to circumvent the law. Cur-
rentlaw treats possession of small quantities
of drugs as a lesser offense than larger
amounts. Asaresult, some drug dealers have
learned to carry only small amounts with
them for sale on the streets, according to
Minneapolis Police ChiefRobert Olson. “Our
police officers are faced night after night
with arresting the same faces,” Olson said.
“Every time we develop aninvestigative tech-
nique to stop them, they find a way around
it.” With a change in the law, the criminals
will find that “those small amounts have
suddenly become large,” he said.

That’s because the bill allows the amounts
of drugs discovered in each arrest to stack
over time, eventually resulting in a more
serious offense. “Sales or acts of possession
by the same person . . . within a 180-day
period. .. maybe aggregated,” the bill reads.

Initially, the bill’s sponsor and committee
chair Rep. Wes Skoglund, (DFL-Mpls) had
asked for a 90-day period. The typical of-
fender, he said, “isn’t hard to find,” and is
picked up several times during that period.
But Rep. Rich Stanek (R-Maple Grove), a
Minneapolis police officer, suggested that
the 90-day period was too limiting and suc-
cessfully offered the 180-day amendment.



Steve Cramer from the Project for Pride in
Living, said that the small dealers under-
mine the fabric of neighborhoods. The “re-
volving door” of repeat offenders is the most
dispiriting factor for neighborhoods trying
to maintain peace and stability. “We’re try-
ing to build a quality of life that once ex-
isted,” he said. “We have to disrupt this
pattern of commerce that is making life mis-
erable” for law-abiding neighbors and busi-
nesses, he said.

The committee also approved HF96, which
adds several drugs to the list of Schedule II
controlled substances.

Methcathinone and cathinone are pre-
scription drugs that increasingly are being
stolen during robberiesand are being manu-
factured for illegal use. Schedule IT drugs are
those with a high potential for abuse; have
accepted medical uses; and may lead to se-
vere psychological or physical dependence.
Opiates and amphetamines are also on the
list. Making them Schedule II drugs will
make current criminal laws apply to their
possession and sale.

“There are new drugs out there thataren’t
being grown,” Skoglund explained. “Instead,
they’re made of chemicals that people are
buying in quantity and mixing. The behav-
ior of those who take them is terrible.” The
use of the drugs is spreading beyond the
inner city, he added.

“These are very potent drugs,” said detec-
tive John Lageson of the Hennepin County
Sheriff’s Office. “In some circles it’s called
‘bathtub speed’ because it’s so easy to make
and to buy the ingredients. They’re more
addictive than methamphetamines.”

Fighting gangs statewide

A proposal six months in the making to
target criminal gang activity had its first
committee hearing March 3.

HF163 would form a commission of the
top law enforcement officials from across
the state that would develop a strategy and
establish a strike force to fight the growing
problem of gang crime. The measure was
discussed — but not voted on — during a
crowded meeting of the House Judiciary
Committee.

Gang crime is not only exploding within
the Twin Cities metro area, but is increas-
ingly felt in smaller towns and rural commu-
nities throughout Minnesota, according to
Hennepin County Sheriff Pat McGowan. A
coordinated effort is needed because gang
and criminal activity do not honor city or
county boundaries, he added. “If we don’t
let gangs in Minnesota know that we mean

Left to right: Nick O’Hara, superintendent of the Bureau of Criminal Apprehension; Patrick McGowan,
Hennepin County sheriff; and Bob Fletcher, Ramsey County sheriff, testified before the House Judiciary
Committee March 3 in favor of a bill (HF163) to establish a criminal gang council and strike force.

business, we will have failed,” he said.

“No areas are immune to the juvenile
delinquency evolution to gangs,” said
Ramsey County Sheriff Bob Fletcher.

The bill specifies that those serving on the
commission would be: the commissioner of
public safety; the superintendent of the Bu-
reau of Criminal Apprehension; the attor-
ney general; Hennepin, Olmsted, Ramsey,
and St. Louis county attorneys and sheriffs;
and chief law enforcement officers for Min-
neapolis, St. Paul, and Duluth

“This is the most significant gang-fighting
measure this Legislature has ever taken,”
said Rep. Wes Skoglund (DFL-Mpls), the
bill’s sponsor. “Every gang member in the
state will be targeted.”

Dennis Flaherty, executive director of the
Minnesota Police and Peace Officers Asso-
ciation, praised the measure because it coor-
dinates resources on a statewide basis in
addition to enabling local law enforcement
agencies to focus personnel on local
problems.

According to Minnesota Attorney Gen-
eral Hubert Humphrey III, the national ho-
micide rate for juveniles age 14-17 has
jumped 163 percent in 10 years, mostly due
to criminal gang activity. “Kids are being
robbed of their youth, their sense of safety,
and, too often, their lives,” he said. “This
provides an opportunity for law enforce-
ment agencies to come together in a com-
prehensive plan to target and combat gang
activity.”

“America has the most violent children in
theworld,” Fletchersaid. “They’re three times
worse than any other industrialized country.
But their behavior can be modified by a
strong law-enforcement response. . . . We
know who the bad guys are. We just don’t
have the resources to focus on them,” he
added.

The bill authorizes the council to award

grants for additional officers and other per-
sonnel and equipment. Skoglund estimated
that up to 40 new officers would be hired. No
specific appropriation has been established.

Continued discussion of HF163 is
expected.

=

& EDUCATION

No-pass, no-drive

A proposal to link driving privileges to
academic performance has drawn criticism
from high school students who say the plan
would do nothing to improve learning or
reduce dropout rates.

“Why should you punish students who
have been putting forth the effort, but they
justcan’tpassthetest?” asked Terrance Clark,
a senior at Minneapolis South High School.
“This will be another strike against students
who are striving hard to graduate.”

Clark was one of several teenagers who
urged the House Education Committee to
reject the “no-pass, no-drive” proposal dur-
ing a March 4 hearing on the matter.

The committee took no action on the bill,
but the subject is expected to be taken up
again soon.

HF446, sponsored Rep. Len Biernat (DFL-
Mpls), would prohibit the state from issuing
a driver’s license to anyone younger than 18
who has not passed the state’s basic skills
graduation tests and who is not regularly
attending school.

Biernat said the bill would provide addi-
tional motivation for students by tapping
into the enthusiasm mostyoung people have
for getting a driver’s license.

But the bill drew opposition from stu-
dents, parents, teachers unions, and school
officials.

“The parents should decide if a kid is
ready to drive,” said Beau Brown, a youth
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Shanina James, a junior at Edison High School in
Minneapolis, gave the thumb’s down on a bill
(HF446) that would prohibit the issuance of a
driver’slicense to students under the age of 18 who
have failed pass the state’s high school graduation
tests. She testified March 4 before the House
Education Committee.

worker at North View Junior High School in
Brooklyn Park. “I think the state has gotten
involved in too many things that are paren-
tal decisions.”

Math and reading tests, required under
Minnesota’s graduation rule, are first given
to students in the eighth grade, when most
students are 14 years old. Students who fail
the tests are given another chance to pass at
least once each school year.

Exceptions to the academic requirements
could be made for special-needs students,
under the bill. Private school students would
simply have to provide evidence that they
are enrolled and making progress in school.

Students who are dismissed (suspended
or expelled) from school for more than five
days would have their licenses suspended for
30 days for a first-time dismissal and 90 days
for each subsequent dismissal.

Dropouts and habitual truants would have
their licenses suspended by the Department
of Public Safety until they turn 18.

Shania James, a junior at Edison High
School in Minneapolis, told the committee
that the bill would not prevent struggling
students from dropping out.

“They’re just going to wait until they are
18 to get their driver’s license or they’ll just
drive anyway,” James said.

Bill supporters have touted the proposal
asapartofan effort, which includes the basic
skills tests and a move toward new statewide
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testing efforts, to increase accountability in
public education.

Some students who testified during the
hearing agreed that Biernat’s bill would en-
courage students to focus on school.

“If you can’t concentrate in school you’re
not going to be able to concentrate when
you’reontheroad,” said Autumn Nomeland,
a 15-year-old ninth grader at Menlo Park
Alternative School in Minneapolis who re-
cently received her learner’s permit.

Unlicensed teachers?

An education subcommittee March 6 re-
jected a proposal to allow districts to hire
nonlicensed teachers without approval from
the State Board of Teaching.

“There are some things that local school
districts can do better, but this is not one of
them,” said Rep. Mindy Greiling (DFL-
Roseville), a member of the House Educa-
tion Committee’s Subcommittee on Quality
initiatives.

The panel threw a roadblock in front of
HF557, a bill sponsored by Rep. John Tuma
(R-Northfield) and backed by Gov. Arne
Carlson and the Department of Children,
Families and Learning.

The bill, which would alter current law
allowing nonlicensed community experts to
teach in public schools, is part of a push for
local control and increased accountability,
Tuma said. It is not an assault on licensed
teachers or teachers unions.

“There is no bogeyman in the closet,”
Tuma said. . .. This is a community deci-
sion, and community safeguards are already
there.”

But the bill drew opposition from the
Board of Teaching, the state’s largest teach-
ers union, and individual teachers.

“The effect really is to allow untrained or
partially trained people to serve in the capac-
ity of a teacher,” said Cheryl Furrer, a lobby-
ist for the Minnesota Education Association.

Since 1985, state law has allowed districts
to hire nonlicensed experts to teach on a
limited basis, but districts first must get ap-
proval from the Board of Teaching.

The board must base its decision on the
individual’s qualifications, the district’sneed
tohiresomeone other thanalicensed teacher,
the amount of time the expert would spend
in the classroom, and other factors.

Districts have filed 15 applications to hire
nonlicensed experts since the law took effect
and 13 of those applications have been ap-
proved, according to Judy Wain, executive
secretary for the board.

Tuma’s bill would allow districts to make
final decisions about hiring nonlicensed in-
dividuals, but districts would have to com-
ply with a new requirement that they report
to the Board of Teaching on the perfor-
mance of the individuals.

The proposal also would add a require-
ment that districts conduct a criminal back-
ground check on nonlicensed applicants for
teaching positions.

The bill would not “dismantle or weaken
teacher licensure,” said Susan Heegaard, di-
rector of intergovernmental affairs for the
Department of Children, Familiesand Learn-
ing.

Rather, Heegaard said, the bill would sim-
plify the process allowing districts to tap into
pools of expertise often cut off from the
classroom. She pointed out that a legislator
who does not have a teaching license cannot
teach a high school government class but a
teacher who has never been to the Capitol
can.

“We need those who have real-world ex-
perience and those who have lots of class-
room experience,” Heegaard said. “Youneed
to have both types of teaching to occur to
better prepare kids.”

Opponents of the bill said current law
allows nonlicensed experts into the class-
room, while providing oversight that en-
sures consistency on a statewide basis.

“The Board of Teaching has no desire to
be obstructionists. That is not our position,”
said Board Member Marilu Theodore. “This
is a valuable process. It is not cumbersome,
unwieldy or unduly bureaucratic. And it
works.”

Changing school schedules

The House passed a bill March 3 that
would make it easier for school districts to
establish year-round school or other alter-
native schedules. The vote was 129-0.

HF302, sponsored by Rep. Mindy Greil-
ing (DFL-Roseville), would do away with a
requirement in current law that makes dis-
tricts receive the approval of the State Board
of Education before establishing a flexible
learning year program at a particular school.

Such a program could include a four-day
school week or an elimination of the tradi-
tional summer vacation in favor of classes
for 45 out of every 60 days.

Under current law, a district wishing to
establish a flexible learning year for a school
site must submit an application to the Board
of Education, which has the authority to
review the plans and approve or disapprove.



Greiling’s bill would give local school dis-
trict officials the authority to decide whether
toestablish a flexiblelearning year and would
relegate the Board of Education to a supervi-
sory role.

HF302 now goes to the Senate.

A bill that would ease voting by absentee
ballot cleared the House General Legisla-
tion, Veterans Affairs and Elections Com-
mittee March 3, after failing to gain approval
several weeks ago.

HF74 would eliminate the existing quali-
fications for voting by absentee ballot that
require people to provide a reason for their
inability to go to the polls. Instead, any voter
could request to vote by absentee ballot.

“This is a simple bill that would allow
people to vote statewide without [providing
specific] qualifications,” said Rep. Tom
Osthoff (DFL-St. Paul), the bill’s sponsor.

Under current law, voters must provide
one of several reasons to vote outside an
official polling place: an expected absence
from the precinct; illness; disability; reli-
gious discipline; observance of a religious
holiday; or service as an election judge in
another precinct. The new legislation would
read: “Any eligible voter may vote by absen-
tee ballot as provided in this chapter.”

Opening the process of absentee balloting

ELECTIONS

Absentee voting

Secretary of State Joan Anderson Growe answered
questionsonabill (HF74) duringaMarch 3 meeting
of the General Legislation, Veterans Affairs and
Elections Committee that would make it easier to
vote by absentee ballot.

is intended to increase voter participation,
according to Osthoff and Secretary of State
Joan Growe, who also testified before the
committee. In Ramsey County, wherea four-
year pilot program for unrestricted absentee
balloting beganin 1993, absentee voters have
grown to 12 percent, compared with a state-
wide average of 6 percent.

The bill’s sponsors believe that eliminat-
ing the inconvenience of getting to a polling
place will encourage some people, such as
the elderly, to vote.

The absentee ballot initiative is not the
same as a vote-by-mail program, Osthoff
said. In the latter, ballots are automatically
senttoallregistered voters. Participants must
request ballots to vote by absentee ballot
under the pending legislation.

HF74 now moves to the House floor.

YouthBuild builds lives

EMPLOYMENT

Minnesota’s YouthBuild Program helps
at-risk youth turn their lives around by gain-
ing skills and experience in the construction
trades and completing their educations, its
proponents say. But due to inadequate fund-
ing, the program is turning away many eli-
gible youth, witnesses told the House
Economic Development and International
Trade Committee’s Housing and Housing
Finance Division March 6.

Abill (HF834) sponsored by division chair
Rep. Karen Clark (DFL-Mpls) would add
$400,000 to the $600,000 that Gov. Arne
Carlson already has recommended for the
program in his biennial budget.

YouthBuild participants must be between
16 and 24 years old and considered “at-risk.”
Target groups include dropouts and poten-
tial dropouts, youth involved with the juve-
nile justice system, chemically dependent
youth, those with disabilities, youth in foster
care, teen parents, and public assistance re-
cipients.

A unique requirement of the program is
that work projects must result in the expan-
sion or improvement of residential units for
homeless people and very low income fami-
lies or social service, educational, or health
facilities that primarily serve these popula-
tions. YouthBuild has the cooperation of
several building trade unionsincluding those
representing carpenters, bricklayers, and
pipefitters.

In 1996, 324 youth participated in
YouthBuild, according to the Department of
Economic Security. More than 80 percent of

Jerome Jones held his 2-year-old nephew, Tyreese
Rohr, while testifying before the Housing and
Housing Finance Division March 6 in support of a
bill (HF834) that would increase funding for the
state’s YouthBuild program. The program is
helping Jerome earn his GED and improve his
communication skills.

the participants successfully completed the
program. A recent follow-up study indi-
cated that 70 percent had obtained their high
school diploma or GED, 15 percent enrolled
in postsecondary schools, 15 percent en-
tered the building trades, and 50 percent
were employed at a starting wage averaging
$7 per hour. Approximately 375 homeless
and low-income people and families also
benefitted from the work done by
YouthBuild.

Jerome Jones told the panel that
YouthBuild helped him turn his life around.
“In 11th grade I was incarcerated for four
years,” he said, holding his nephew on his
lap. “When I got out I ran into YouthBuild.
It gave me an opportunity to think about my
future. I took advantage of it to leave the bad
crowd alone and come to the good crowd. I
got my GED and a scholarship to go to trade
school. I've set goals for myself and they are
going to get achieved.”

Another program participant, Jewel Jones,
left welfare, finished her GED, and received
a full scholarship to study bricklaying at a
technical school. “The program really needs
the proper tools,” she said.

Tony Evans, YouthBuild program man-
ager at Summit Academy in Minneapolis,
said that he sees many more youth than the
program can currently serve. “When I do an
orientation, I get 70 or 80 eager applicants
and can only let five in. You wonder what
will happen to the others.”

Next, the bill will be taken up by the Eco-
nomic Developmentand International Trade
Finance Division.
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GOVERNMENT

Privacy vs. Technology

Envision this: You get up in the morning
and almost every action is recorded or con-
trolled through electronic technology. Your
speed on the freeway, your arrival in your
office, the phone calls you make, the time
youspend in thebathroom, and the time you
leave the office are all duly noted. If you call
in sick to work, your insurance company is
notified.

Some will recognize the scenario as not all
that far-fetched. The technology exists to
perform each function, and in varying ca-
pacities, is already in use. Who is controlling
that information and who has a right to
access it?

That was the topic of discussion at the
House Judiciary Committee’s Subcommit-
tee on Data Practices meeting Feb. 28.

Living in an information society is affect-
ing our lives in an increasing number of
ways, according to Don Gemberling, direc-
tor of the Public Information Policy Analy-
sis Division of the Minnesota Department of
Administration.

Gemberling outlined Minnesota’s Data
Practices Act for members, which, since 1974,
has addressed privacy issues and what infor-
mation can be released by the government.
What began as a three-page law now con-
sumes nearly 70 pages in Minnesota Statutes.

“Increasingly at issue is the disposition of
governmental records,” he said, as the ability
to collect data grows.

With the advent of the Internet and other
electronic media, the question of data con-
trol has grown more complicated. One area
of concern in this environment is medical
records, which Gemberling said can be used
and disseminated in an uncounted number
of ways.

“I'm careful to never leave a hair or a
fingernail where anyone else can get it. Some-
one could map your entire DNA structure,”
headded, only half-jokingly. “Once youmove
any function into the electronic arena, you
create records, trails, and data.”

Gemberling also mentioned the advent of
“smart cards,” which people eventually will
carry in their wallets and will contain a com-
puter chip with detailed information about
the individual. Bills have been introduced
this session to fund a pilot project using the
cards. State employees would serve as the
experimental subjects.

“Some day we may all be asked to carry
these,” Gemberling said. “They’ll have on
them thousands of pieces of information
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aboutus which we cannotread. We’llhave to
go to someone else and trust that they have
our interests at heart and will tell us the
truth. We’ve never had a comparable thing
in history.”

The availability of electronically acquired
data can both enhance or interfere with citi-
zens’ rights, he said. The most powerful tool
citizens have is the Minnesota Government
Data Practices Act, which, Gemberling said,
presumes that all government data are pub-
lic and that citizens have a right to free
access. “I don’t know how we could make
representative democracy work without it,”
he said.

The subcommittee drafts a bill each year
to amend the state’s Data Practices Act. The
assembly of this year’s proposal will occur
later in the session.

Governor’s phone bills

In the first official face-to-face meeting
since a telephone bill controversy sprouted
several weeks ago, representatives from the
governor’s office and members of the Legis-
lature met March 5 to discuss the problem.

At issue is how much of the cellular tele-
phone bills generated by the governor’s of-
fice should be open to the public. In
responding to a request for the bills, the
governor’s office censored portions that de-
tailed the locations and telephone numbers
of the incoming calls.

Tanja Kozicky, the governor’s legal coun-
sel, told the House Judiciary Commitee’s
Data Practices Subcommittee that the de-
leted information was confidential and that
the governor’s office was constrained by law
from revealing it.

“Wedon’tobject toreleasingrecords we’re
required to release. But we can’t release indi-
vidual telephone numbers thatare protected
in the Data Practices Act,” Kozicky said.

A bill (HF902) sponsored by Rep. Matt
Entenza (DFL-St. Paul) would specify that
the cellular phone bills of legislators, the
governor, and other state employees and
officeholders which are paid for by taxpayers
would be — in their entirety — public data.
The proposal would be retroactive to May
1993.

The retroactive provision creates more
problems, Kozicky said, because the people
whose identities could be revealed had a
right to be warned. “People gave us informa-
tion with the understanding that it would be
used responsibly,” Kozicky said.

The request also covers an estimated
133,000 calls and would require the

governor’s office to take the time and ex-
pense of sorting through each to determine
which are protected.

ButEntenzaand Rep. Wes Skoglund (DFL-
Mpls) suggested that the governor’s office
was asking for a different standard from that
the Legislature follows.

“The Legislative phone records have been
open for four years and we haven’t seen any
problems,” Entenza said. “Present law holds
that the phone records should be open to the
public. Why would the governor’s office find
that the openness we’ve had wouldn’t work
for them? They should come forward with
specificreasons why we should exempt some
records.”

Skoglund asked: “Are your calls more sen-
sitive than ours?”

“We receive calls from whistleblowers,”
Kozicky said. “The governor’s office is often
the forum of last resort.” Kozicky said an-
otherrelevantscenario is when the governor’s
office becomes involved in negotiations to
attract a company to Minnesota or in per-
suading an existing business to stay. In such
cases, she said, “confidentiality is absolutely
key”.

Rep. Mary Jo McGuire (DFL-Falcon
Heights), committee chair, said the law fa-
vors openness, but concurred with Kozicky
that the Data Practices Act could stand re-
view. But, she added, “Three years ago, we
heard much more public sentiment to open
records than to keep them private.”

The committee did not vote on HF902 but
will discuss it at a future date.

Keeping track of shots

HEALTH

A bill to create a statewide immunization
registry for all Minnesota children was ap-
proved by the House Health and Human
Services Committee March 4, but some law-
makers promised to amend it as it moved
through the process.

The registry would remind parents when
immunizations against measles, Hepatitis A
and B, polio, and other diseases are due and
allow therecords to follow children through-
out theirlives even if they move to a different
county or change doctors or health plans.

At issue is whether creating a statewide
registry intrudes on a family’s right to pri-
vacy and whether there is enough flexibility
in the bill to allow for a family to opt out of
the registry.



As the bill stands now, there is no option
forafamily to opt out. Consentis not needed
before enrolling an individual on the regis-
try.

The bill (HF259) is on its way to the Judi-
ciary Committee where amendments per-
taining to data privacy are expected.

Rep. Nora Slawik (DFL-Maplewood),
sponsor of the bill, said a statewide registry is
very important, especially since families to-
day are much more mobile and the list of
necessary immunizations has grown consid-
erably.

She noted that if families were allowed to
boycott the registry, it would be difficult for
the Department of Health toknowwho hasn’t
been vaccinated and notify them in the event
of an outbreak.

Thebill permits the Department of Health
to create a statewide registry using informa-
tion from community-based registries
throughout Minnesota. Several community
registries already are up and running. So far
33 Minnesota counties have access to a reg-
istry to keep track of who is immunized and
for which disease.

InHennepin County, for example, a group
of 160 clinics are tracking some 20,000 chil-
dren, said Scott Giebink, chair of pediatrics
at the University of Minnesota who testified
in favor of the bill. In northwestern Minne-
sota, 13 counties have joined together and
are tracking some 2,500 births per year. The
bill, however, does not make it mandatory
that a county or group of communities set
up a registry.

Giebink said a statewide registry is impor-
tant because each community-based regis-
try needs to be linked to be effective and
share information. And, he pointed out, de-
spite educating parents, doctors, and health
plans, some 30 percent of 2-year-olds are
under immunized.

Under the bill, immunization data that
would be shared with the state and among
other registries would include the patient’s
name, date of birth, gender, address, legal
mother’s name, and any indicators that sug-
gesta vaccine is not advisable for a particular
patient.

The Department of Health also would be
instructed to come back to the 1998 Legisla-
ture with recommendations on who should
have access to the immunization data, how
to certify community-based registries, and
how an individual can appeal the sharing of
his or her immunization data.

Thebillalso requires doctors, health plans,
and other health care providers to report
immunization data to the certified registry
in their area. Not only must data be reported

on children born in the area but on people
who move into the community as well.

Several groups testified against the bill,
including the Minnesota Family Council.
Tom Prichard of the council questioned the
need for a registry because many children
are up-to-date with all their shots.

He also said that state involvement in
immunizations would usurp parental re-
sponsibility.

Jim Van Horn of the Christian Science
Church said he was concerned how such a
registry “might be used in a negative way” by
government.

He said that people of his religious affilia-
tion do not feel that