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Opening up opportunities

Bill would allow farmers from other countries to own and

operate Minnesota dairy farms

By Tom LONERGAN
he farmer’s market is global and
TMinnesota may tap other parts of the
world to find more dairy farmers.

A bill approved Feb. 26 by the House Agri-
culture Policy Committee would ease the
state’s restrictions on foreign ownership of
farmland. Sponsored by Rep. Greg Blaine
(R-Little Falls), HF447 could potentially open
the state’s doors to farmers from other coun-
tries. Bill supporters say it could bolster the
state’s declining dairy industry.

Rural Minnesota “is in a crisis situation,”
Blaine said, citing the struggles faced by dairy
and livestock farmers. “This is not a cure all
or a complete answer,” he said. “It is a tool.”
There was no discussion of the bill’s cost, if
any, to the state.

The bill, referred to the House Civil Law
Committee, would amend state law to broaden
the definition of a “permanent resident alien
of the United States” to include holders of
E-2 investment visas.

The federal government allows citizens of
countries that have a treaty with the United
States to remain in the country under special
visa status because they’ve invested in an eco-
nomic enterprise. The visa remains in effect
as long as the person operates the business.
However, the state’s “alien farm law” which
requires that 80 percent of a farming enter-
prise be owned by a U.S. citizen or a perma-
nent resident alien does not currently
recognize holders of the investment visas.

Doug Spanier, a policy analyst with the state
Agriculture Department, said families from
the Netherlands, Ireland, and Canada have
contacted the state. “They want to become citi-
zens and farm here,” Spanier said. It can take
up to five years for a person to gain citizen-
ship after permanent resident status, he said.

Kurt Markham, director of agricultural
marketing services, said the department sup-
ports the bill. Farmers from the Netherlands
can’t expand in their home country, he said,
because of urban sprawl and restrictions on
dairy herds. “They need to move,” Markham
said. The country is one-fifth the size of

Minnesota with 16 million people and 1.2
million dairy cows. During the last 10 years,
he said, Dutch farmers have moved to other
continents as well as to the states of Michigan,
Indiana, and lowa.

“We'd prefer they were in Minnesota,”
Markham said.

Minnesota is the
only state in the nation
that doesn’'t recognize
holders of the invest-
ment visas as “perma-
nent residents” for the
purpose of owning
farmland. Last year
lowa changed its farm
ownership law to rec-
ognize the visa holders.
Minnesota also re-
stricts certain forms of
corporate farm owner-
ship.

The state’s restric-
tion on farmland own-
ership is not
“anti-immigrant,” said
Rep. Kent Eken (DFL-
Twin Valley), who op-
poses the bill. “The law
keeps absentee owners
from other countries
taking wealth out of the
state,” Eken said.

There are now less
than 6,500 dairy
farms in the state,
down from 7,800 just
two years ago, accord-
ing to the Agriculture
Department. A No-
vember 2002 depart-
ment survey of 700
state dairy farmers re-
ported that more than
one-third of the re-
spondents doubted

in the state.

they’d be milking cows in 10 years. Low milk

Harv Schoon of Verndale, who milks 900 cows,
testifies before the House Agriculture Policy
Committee Feb. 26 in favor of a bill that would
lift restrictions on immigrants to own farmland

obtaining loans have squeezed dairy farmers,
particularly those with herds of less than 100
COWS.

Several farmers testified in support of the bill,
and farm-related organizations, including the
Farm Bureau, Minnesota Dairy Leaders
Roundtable, Livestock Development Authority
and the Minnesota Soybean Growers Associa-
tion, submitted statements of support.

Harv Schoon of \erndale, said his 900-cow
dairy farm has been for sale for a year. “My
phone hasn’'t rung,” said Schoon. He’s cut
23 of 30 workers and laid off a veterinarian
for his herd. “I don’t have the money to in-
vest,” he said. “If 1 did, it
could be profitable.”

Ron Tobkin, a farmer
from Perham, said the
bill easing restrictions
on farm ownership
could be the dairy
industry’s “only salva-
tion.” He attended a
January trade show in
the Netherlands with
farm business represen-
tatives and said that
Dutch farmers would be
interested in buying ex-
isting Minnesota farms
or starting new ones.

Roger Heller, of the
Minnesota Dairy Broker
Association, spoke in
support of the bill. He’s
visited farms in the
Netherlands and said
Dutch farmers “want to
take a look” at the state.
“They are interested in
living in Minnesota.”

Rep. Mary Ellen
Otremba (DFL-Long
Prairie) asked Heller
why there was an as-
sumption a Dutch
farmer could operate a
dairy farm profitably,
given depressed milk
prices and other difficult
conditions, compared to
state farmers.

“The Dutch have a
dairy ethic,” Heller said,
including “a love of cows and a love of the in-
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prices, high operating debt and difficulty dustry.” He said the bill does not imply
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Dairy operations such as this one could be pur-
chased and operated by farmers who immigrate
to Minnesota from other countries, under a bill
moving through the House.

Minnesota farmers are “not efficient.” A farm
broker in four states, Heller said, “neighbor-
ing states don’t have dairy farms for sale. Min-
nesota does.” Farms remain on the market for
“along, long time,” Heller added.

Dennis Ritter, a Melrose dairy farmer and
member of the Stearns Country Dairy Advi-
sory Committee, said there were at least 40
farms for sale in the state. “If Minnesota is
going to have a viable dairy industry, the law
needs to be changed,” Ritter said. Amending
the law would give farmers “the right to sell to
interested buyers,” he said, “to grow our de-
clining dairy industry.”

The committee rejected an amendment,
sponsored by Rep. Al Juhnke (DFL-Willmar),
which would have restricted ownership by in-
vestment visa holders to 640 acres of state ag-
ricultural land. Juhnke said the state’s farmers
are concerned about “foreign ownership and
corporate ownership.” He said the amendment
was “comfort language.”

“I have trouble putting limitations on busi-
ness,” Blaine said. “We don’t cap growth on
businesses in other areas.”

The bill would require the investment visa
holders purchasing state farmland to report
the purchase to the state within 30 days of the
transaction.

Rep. Dean Urdahl (R-Grove City), a history
teacher, drew a similarity between easing the
state’s farm ownership restriction with the
nation’s encouragement of European immi-
gration under the Homestead Act in 1862.“We
are a nation that provides opportunity,” he
said.

Tim McNamara, vice president of AgStar
Financial Services, a farm credit company, said
the state’s restrictive law puts it at a “signifi-
cant disadvantage” compared to other agricul-
tural states. “People will immigrate,” he said.
“The question is will they come here?”

There are 9,000 fewer dairy farmers in the
state than there were in 1990, he said, and 33
percent fewer cows. “The bogeyman here is not
alien farm ownership or large farm owner-
ship,” said McNamara. “It’s no dairy farms.”

The bill has no Senate companion. &,

4 February 28,2003

Employee input

Freeman started idea whereby workers’ ideas saved the state money

Gov. Orville Freeman expended consid-
erable energy, and wind with several lengthy
speeches, crusading for reorganization of
government in the mid- to late-1950s. Three
times toward the end of that decade he pro-
posed plans for reshaping the state’s meth-
ods of providing government services.
These pleas are chronicled in a number of
speeches he delivered to the Legislature.

In 1955, the Legislature enacted some of
Freeman’s proposals, but a legal glitch in
the engrossment process following enact-
ment rendered them invalid. However, one
thing stuck —a 1955 session law authorized
the State Employees
Merit Award Board.

Appointed by the
governor, members
of the board were
charged with encour-
aging and soliciting
suggestions from
state employees re-
garding ways state
government could be
more efficient. The
board would also
make recommenda- in 1955.
tions about the suggestions, and measure
financial savings realized as a result of the
employees’ suggestions.

And for their good stewardship, employ-
ees could receive cash rewards.

“The public employee is often criticized
in a general and sweeping fashion for be-
ing part of a sprawling bureaucracy with
questionable efficiency,” Freeman said in a
speech to the Legislature in February 1959.
“The truth is — and our experience of the
last four years is evidence of this fact — that
our employees are eager to improve the
work of our government. They need only
leadership that is interested in such im-
provement and they will respond with en-
thusiasm and dedication.”

Freeman also suggested that the most ef-
fective evaluations of government efficien-
cies occurred in the day-to-day activities of
state employees. However, because of the
“undramatic” nature of those activities,
they often go unnoticed and unappreciated.

“The successful operation of our merit
award board, created in 1955, is one striking
illustration,” Freeman said. “For example, last

are presented with awards of appreciation

year the board rewarded 56 employees for
suggestions that saved taxpayers more than
$20,000 and that resulted in better and more
rapid services.”

The board’s five members all worked for
the state. State law required that they served
on the board in addition to their regular du-
tiesand received no additional compensation.

Under the auspices of the state’s Depart-
ment of Administration, the board and the
system it oversaw created so many suggestions
that after the first decade, additional staff was
required to assist with its operation. An in-
tern was granted in 1968 to help keep up with
suggestions.

The 1969 report of
the board commented
on the situation, stat-
ing, “It became appar-
ent to the board
members that if the
state employees sug-
gestion system was to
survive, some reorga-
nization and full-time
staff was required.”

That year, additional
funds were appropri-
ated for support staff and publicity. From
1969 to 1972, the suggestions received by
the board increased from 169 to more than
900. And savings calculated from the sug-
gestions rose above $500,000 for the three-
year period from 1970 to 1972.

According to board reports, the highway
department, now the state Department of
Transportation, offered the most sugges-
tions, and also received the highest amount
in cash rewards. The highest award overall
was typically about $500.

The Legislative Reference Library only has
reports through 1972 for the merit award
board. However, it wasn’t until 1984 that the
law authorizing the board was repealed.

In its place, lawmakers authorized the
commissioner of the Department of Ad-
ministration to create an endowment fund
to reward state agencies and state employ-
ees for “improving productivity and service
quality.” That law says gift money must be
used to establish the fund and interest earn-
ings may be appropriated for awards.

(M. Kibiger)

Photo courtesy of the Minnesota Historical Society
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. AGRICULTURE

Recommended reductions

A 50 percent cut in ethanol producer pay-
ments and a change in the way the payments
are determined top a list of agriculture-related
budget reductions proposed by Gov. Tim
Pawlenty for the 2004-05 biennium.

Commissioner Gene Hugoson outlined the
Department of Agriculture’s proposed two-
year budget Feb. 20 for members of the House
Agriculture and Rural Development Finance
Committee.

The governor recommended a $134.6 mil-
lion total agriculture budget for fiscal years
2004-05, including $70.7 million in state gen-
eral funds. That amount is $6.4 million less
than appropriated for the current biennium
ending June 30. About one-half of the
department’s budget is supported by license
and inspection fees, a number that would be
increased under the governor’s proposal.

Pawlenty would cut the ethanol credit paid to
13 mostly rural-based ethanol production plants
from 20 cents to 10 cents a gallon effective
July 1, 2003 and total annual ethanol payments
to a producer would be capped at $1.5 million
compared to the current $3 million. The changes
would result in the state keeping $32.5 million
during fiscal years 2004-05.

The governor also wants the formula deter-
mining quarterly ethanol payments to be con-
ditioned on whether at least 51 percent of an
ethanol production business is directly owned
by farmers. The payments are now based on a
plant’s eligible production capacity.

Pawlenty would also dedicate 10 percent of
the state’s ethanol appropriation for “finan-
cial hardship payments”to plants in economic
difficulty. The financial hardship payment of
5 cents per gallon would be in addition to a
plant’s base payment. The proposed changes
would require amending state law.

“l don't believe it’s going to hurt all of (the
industry),” Hugoson said regarding the
governor’s proposal. “Some (plants) will have
problems.”

The department’s operational budget would
be cut 10 percent, or $4.2 million, for 2004-05.
Vacated positions would not be filled in the de-
partment and layoffs could also occur, Hugoson
said. That could lead to 15 full-time position cuts
and potentially affect the regularity of food
inspections.

The department inspects approximately
6,000 grocery stores and food processing fa-
cilities annually and contracts with local gov-
ernments to inspect several thousand more.

Inspections of stores carrying low risk items
could be cut to once every three years, and in-
spections of stores selling perishable foods and
high risk items that involve more food han-
dling could also occur less frequently,
Hugoson said. Stores selling high-risk foods
are now inspected annually.

The committee took no action on the pro-
posal at the meeting.

CHILDREN
0

Substitute teachers

Licensed child-care providers would gain
increased flexibility in filling-in for absent
teachers, under a bill approved by the House
Health and Human Services Policy Commit-
tee Feb. 26.

HF419 would allow “experienced aides” to
continue filling in for teachers without super-
vision for up to one-quarter of a center’s daily
hours, as long as notice is posted in the class-
room. Experienced aides must be at least 20
years old, be certified in first-aid and CPR, and
have a minimum of two years of child-care
experience, including at least four months at
that center. They are not required to have
teaching certification.

The bill’s sponsor, Rep. Barb Sykora

Fesruary 20 - 27, 2003

(R-Excelsior), said it would lessen centers’ de-
pendence on outside substitute teachers. Ex-
perienced aides are a logical alternative, she
said, because they are familiar with the chil-
dren they would supervise. “You tend to trust
your own people that you've trained in your
own facility rather than bringing in a sub,”
Sykora said.

Similar legislation passed in 1999 is set to
expire this year. Opponents of that legislation
suggested changes that appear in this year’s
version and many now support the measure,
Sykora said.

Ann Kanner-Roth, who represents Child
Care Works, a coalition of child-care provid-
ers in Minnesota, was one of those opponents
three years ago. But with the addition of pro-
visions for parental notification and four
months of on-site experience for the aides,
Kanner-Roth says her organization now sup-
ports the measure. “This legislation helps
child-care centers to be more flexible with their
staff while doing no harm to the children in
their care,” she said.

Rep. Fran Bradley (R-Rochester) said post-
ing notices about the aides in classrooms made
them seem a bit like criminals. “1 hope we will
learn to respect that someone with two years
of experience can be trusted, maybe even more
than someone coming right out of (teacher

Zoo Dar

Feb.27.

Russell Thomas, 20 months, of Roberts, Wis. gets up-close and personal with an African hedge-
hog handled by zoo volunteer Sue Olson during the annual Minnesota Zoo Day at the Capitol

PHOTO BY ANDREW VON BANK
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certification) education.”

Rep. Mary Ellen Otremba (DFL-Long
Prairie) felt differently. “When | look at a sign
in a classroom that says ‘experienced aide,
that’s a positive thing for me,” she said.

The bill, which has no Senate companion,
now goes to the House floor.

EDUCATION
0

School funding concerns

While spared the cuts proposed for other
state programs, K-12 public education won’t
remain unscathed during the 2004-05 bien-
nium despite a “hold harmless” budget pledge
from Gov. Tim Pawlenty.

That was the message from representatives
of the state school board association and the
teachers’ union who testified Feb. 26 before the
House Education Finance Committee.

“There will be cuts in education,” said Bob
Meeks, representing the Minnesota School
Boards Association. “No one should be fooled.”

Cheryl Furrer, representing Education Min-
nesota, said the statewide teachers union was
glad education wasn’t “hit as hard” as other
state spending areas, but the governor’s bud-
get proposal, “really isn't an increase. Class-
rooms will not be untouched,” she said. “All
things have an impact on the classroom.”

The committee also heard testimony from
several parents and administrators for early
childhood and student after-school programs,
which face cuts in the governor’s proposal.

According to the nonpartisan House Fiscal
Analysis Department, the governor’s 2004-05
biennium budget proposes spending $12 billion
in state general funds for K-12 education and
early childhood education. The other major piece
of the revenue pie for public education is prop-
erty taxes. Locally generated revenue will pro-
vide $2.8 billion in education funding during the
next two years, according to the governor’s
proposal.

Statewide revenue per pupil will increase by
$6 for fiscal year 2004, according to the House
fiscal analysis, a 0.1 percent increase from the
current fiscal year, which ends June 30, 2003.
Between fiscal years 2004 and 2005, statewide
revenue per pupil does not increase at all.

“It is flat funding going forward as far as
general education revenue goes,” said Rep.
Alice Seagren (R-Bloomington), the commit-
tee chair.

Representatives of rural school districts and
districts considered to have low property
wealth applauded the governor’s proposed
budget for increasing referendum equalization
funding. That funding is meant to equalize tax
levy revenue disparities between school
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districts because of differences in the value of
their property tax base.

Bradley Lundell, executive director of
Schools for Equity in Education, which repre-
sents 54 school districts, said his group
“strongly supports” the governor’s education
budget. He said the proposal offers “the larg-
est single increase” in equalization aid to dis-
tricts since the formula was established in
1991. “This is a giant step in the right direc-
tion,” Lundell said.

He said the proposed formula increase in
the equalization aid is important, because with
no increased state aid to education proposed
by the governor for the next two years, “more
and more districts will be seeking money
through the referendum levy.”

The committee took no action on the
governor’s proposal at the meeting.

Teacher leaves of absence

Leaves of absence for public school teach-
ers to teach at a charter school would be more
strictly defined, under a bill approved Feb. 25
by the House Education Policy Committee.

Sponsored by Rep. Carla Nelson (R-Roch-
ester), HF424 would amend state law by plac-
ing a five-year length on such leaves granted
by aschool district. The law now allows a leave
to be granted for the number of years re-
quested by a teacher. The bill would also give
school boards the authority to consider ex-
tending a teacher’s leave beyond five years.
State law now requires a school district to ex-
tend the leave at the teacher’s request.

“Five years is sufficient time for a charter
school to become established and for teachers
to determine if it's a good fit,” said Nelson, who
is a teacher.

Speaking in support of the bill was Jerry
Williams, superintendent of Rochester Public
Schools. He said defining the length of leaves
would help districts find substitutes willing to
fill the position a teacher vacates by transfer-
ring to a charter school.

There are 78 charter schools operating in
the state, under a law the Legislature approved
in 1991. Under current law, school districts
must grant a teacher’s written request for a
leave to teach in a charter school, and teachers
maintain reinstatement rights to the position
they vacated, as well as seniority, salary, and
insurance rights under their union contract
with the school district.

Referred to the House floor, the bill would
take effect the day after enactment by the Leg-
islature. A companion bill in the Senate
(SF450), sponsored by Sen. Sheila Kiscaden
(IP-Rochester), has been referred to the Sen-
ate Education Committee.

Additional unallotment

Additional fiscal year 2003 budget cuts to
K-12 supplemental education programs and
grants were announced Feb. 25 by state
Finance Commissioner Dan McElroy.

On Feb. 7 Gov. Tim Pawlenty announced
$21.2 million in cuts to the education pro-
grams. The revised “unallotments” made by
the governor’s administration brought the to-
tal current year budget reductions in educa-
tion programs to $25.9 million. The cuts do
not affect the classroom instruction budgets
of K-12 education.

Officials from the Department of Children,
Families and Learning reviewed the cuts for
the House Education Finance Committee.

Previously unannounced cuts included
$3.2 million to the Minnesota Economic Op-
portunity Grant program, which provides
skills and information to low-income resi-
dents to help them toward self-sufficiency, and
$500,000 to Head Start Innovation Grants,
which are awarded to innovative proposals that
meet federal Head Start goals, but go beyond
the basic performance standards. The admin-
istration also cut an additional $850,000 from
the telecommunication access account. That
account was cut $1.5 million earlier this
month.

Previously announced grant cuts were ei-
ther reduced by contractual obligations, al-
ready committed spending, or reflected a
30-day notice to grant recipients the adminis-
tration was required to follow.

The administration recovered $2.2 million
from Tax Increment Financing district accounts
and about $1.3 million from special education
accounts monitored by the education depart-
ment. All the additional revenue was transferred
to the state’s general fund under “unallotment”
authority state law provides the executive branch
to balance the state’s budget.

The state constitution requires the budget
be balanced on June 30, 2003, the end of the
current fiscal year. The Pawlenty administra-
tion began cutting the budget in early Febru-
ary after the Legislature failed to reach an
agreement to erase an anticipated
$356 million budget deficit for fiscal 2003.

Getting the best workers

Companies in the process of hiring new
employees often have a hard time getting good
information about the candidates.

Employers, says Rep. Jim Knoblach
(R-St. Cloud), are reluctant to pass on signifi-
cant information about their employees to
other companies for fear of expensive lawsuits
resulting when an employee thinks the infor-
mation shared hurt their chance to get a job.



He says the result can have dangerous conse-
qguences when information that might be
passed along deals with violent behavior, ille-
gal activity, or sexual misconduct in the work-
place.

On Feb. 26, the House Civil Law Commit-
tee approved a Knoblach-sponsored bill
(HF480) that would seek to ease communica-
tion between employers by making it harder
to bring suit against companies that relay cer-
tain types of information. It next goes to the
House floor.

The bill would allow companies, without
consent from the employee, to pass along ba-
sic employment information like wages and
job description as well as written disclosures
of any instances of theft, harassment, violence,
or other illegal conduct that has been docu-
mented in the employee’s record.

Employees wanting to bring suit based on re-
lease of that information would have to meet a
high burden of proof by showing clear and con-
vincing evidence that the information was both
knowingly incorrect and harmful to them.

A provision in the bill dealing specifically
with schools would require districts to share
documented information about sexual mis-
conduct or violence towards a student. Such
information is already public if an employee
was fired as a result of the misconduct, but the
bill specifies the information must be shared
even if the employee resigned.

Representatives of Minnesota’s business com-
munity testified that the bill would help them hire
the best possible workers and ensure the safety
of their employees and the public.

Labor union representatives testified against
the bill, saying employees would not be made
aware of what information had been shared
between employers. They also claimed the high
burden of proof it would set up would make
it virtually impossible for employees to suc-
cessfully prove an employer lied about their
work record and they were convincingly
harmed as a result.

Asimilar bill passed both houses of the Leg-
islature in 2001, but stalled in a conference
committee.

No Senate companion for this year’s bill has
been introduced.

ENERGY
0

Turning trash into energy
A bill (HF208), sponsored by Rep. William
Kuisle (R-Rochester), would amend state law
to allow energy produced by waste combus-
tion plants to be considered as a source for
renewable energy. It was approved Feb. 26 by
the House Regulated Industries Committee

TAX-FREE ZONES

Louis Jambois, a senior executive officer with the Department of Trade and Economic Devel-
opment, uses graphics to describe Job Opportunity Building Zones during a Feb. 27 hearing of
the House Jobs and Economic Development Finance Committee.
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and referred to the House Environment and
Natural Resources Policy Committee.

HF208 would also amend state law to allow
awaste-to-energy facility to be defined as “eli-
gible energy technology,” joining other renew-
able sources that generate electricity, including
solar, wind, biomass, and hydroelectric.

Seven combustion plants in the state now
burn residential and commercial mixed mu-
nicipal solid waste, generating 100 megawatts
of electricity that’s used by utilities for backup.
They’re located in Rochester, Minneapolis,
Alexandria, Fergus Falls, Perham, Fosston, and
near Red Wing. Another three plants in Elk
River, Red Wing, and Mankato combust refuse
derived fuel that’s prepared from mixed solid
waste.

Kuisle said that amending the law would
allow the solid waste burning plants to sell
their electricity at higher rates to utilities. State
law promoting the development of renewable
energy requires privately held utilities, munici-
pal power agencies, and generation and trans-
mission cooperatives to purchase 10 percent
of their power supply from renewable sources
by 2015.

Supporters said the waste burning plants
could double the income they receive from
utilities if the energy they produced was clas-
sified as “renewable.” The plants are public-
private partnerships developed during the past
20 years by county governments to reduce the
number of solid waste landfills in the state.

Gene Mossing, solid waste manager for

Olmsted County, said the seven “mass burn”
plants combust about 547,000 tons of solid
waste per year. The three plants burning solid
waste derived fuel consume about 887,000
tons of solid waste annually.

A coalition of 16 environmental, recycling,
and conservation groups opposed the bill.

“The burning of trash pollutes our envi-
ronment with deadly emissions of dioxinsand
the neurotoxin mercury,” according to a state-
ment from Minnesotans for an Energy-Effi-
cient Economy. The group said solid waste
incineration “competes with the tried-and-
true energy conservation system of recycling.”

Incineration plant advocates said waste
combustion was a clean source of energy due
to recently adopted federal air emission stan-
dards and pollution control equipment the
plants have installed in recent years.

A companion bill (SF135), sponsored by
Sen. Sheila Kiscaden (IP-Rochester), awaits a
hearing in the Senate Commerce and Utilities
Committee.

Schools savings plan

A bill making it easier for schools and mu-
nicipalities to enter into long-term energy sav-
ings plans was approved Feb. 25 by the House
Local Government and Metropolitan Affairs
Committee.

Sponsored by Rep. Lynn Wardlow
(R-Eagan), HF394 now moves to the House
floor.
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The bill would extend the maximum length
of a guaranteed energy savings contract from
10 to 15 years. Under a 1983 law, school dis-
tricts and municipalities can enter into agree-
ments for energy efficiency improvements,
such as new lighting and heating and cooling
systems. The upgrades are paid from the en-
ergy cost savings over a period of time; no
upfront cash payment is required. The entity
receives the full benefit of lower energy costs
after the upgrades have been paid.

Extending the maximum contract length
would make it easier for entities to purchase
back-up generators, said Perry Schmidt, presi-
dent of Energy Services Group in Minneapo-
lis. Generators often can’t be paid off in 10
years due to the cost of the machine and the
amount of the rate rebate from the utility com-
pany, he added.

The bill does not require that contracts be
fixed at 15 years; a lesser number of years
would be allowed.

Schmidt said 47 states in the nation have
similar statutes, with the maximum contract
length varying from 10 to 25 years.

Wardlow said he has not encountered any
opposition. Informed of the bill were associa-
tions representing townships, cities, and coun-
ties, as well as the Minnesota State Colleges
and Universities system.

A Senate companion bill (SF300), spon-
sored by Sen. Steve Kelley (DFL-Hopkins),
awaits a committee hearing.

- GOVERNMENT

Trimming state budgets

Under Gov. Tim Pawlenty’s budget reduc-
tion plan for the next biennium, the budgets
for the Legislature and the state’s constitu-
tional officers would be reduced by 15 percent.

That was just one idea presented to the
House State Government Finance Committee
Feb. 25. No action was taken at the meeting.

“The governor wanted to provide a very
broad brush in these areas,” said Merrill King,
an executive budget officer with the Depart-
ment of Finance.

That same 15 percent reduction is proposed
for the Administration, Employee Relations,
and Finance Departments.

However, the Department of Revenue would
face just a 6 percent base reduction, which can-
not come from areas that would affect the
state’s ability to collect revenue.

The Department of Military Affairs would
be reduced by just 1.5 percent to help ensure
that there are sufficient numbers of soldiers
to respond to federal and state emergencies
that may arise. The reductions are proposed

8 February 28,2003

50 as not to affect the state’s tuition reimburse-
ment program for those in the National Guard
with whom there are educational reimburse-
ment contracts.

Rep. Michael Paymar (DFL-St. Paul) asked
about the total reduction in grants to the
Vinland Center, which helps disabled veterans
in their efforts to overcome barriers to employ-
ment. Rep. Bill Haas (R-Champlin), the com-
mittee chair, said that department officials told
him there are similar services available feder-
ally, but at a better rate.

Included under the heading of reorganiza-
tions and consolidations is the moving of the
Capitol Area Architectural and Planning
Board to the Administration Department with
a 20 percent reduction to its base budget.

Furthermore, $500,000 in funding is ap-
proved for moves associated with reduced
budgets or reorganizations. “The goal is to re-
duce space and rent costs,” King said.

The governor’s plan also calls for the Min-
nesota Gambling Control Board and Minne-
sota Racing Commission to become entirely
supported by fees. Tom Barrett, executive di-
rector of the Minnesota Gambling Control
Board, said fees now cover about 37 percent
of the agency’s budget.

Pawlenty is also recommending that the Cam-
paign Finance and Public Disclosure Board and

Minnesota Amateur Sports Commission be-
come self-sufficient, primarily through fees that
would then be deposited in the state’s general
fund to offset the agency appropriation.

Finally, money for public broadcasting
would be reduced by 24 percent. Haas said in
lieu of money given to public broadcasters for
equipment upgrades in recent years, such as
$7.8 million two years ago, they should look
into having the broadcasters provide legisla-
tive television coverage for free.

HEALTH
0

Reporting changes

Saying he hoped to strip away some legisla-
tively imposed red tape, Rep. Fran Bradley (R-
Rochester) brought a bill before the House
Health and Human Services Policy Commit-
tee Feb. 24 that would eliminate some report-
ing requirements for Minnesota hospitals.

The bill (HF278) would repeal a law requir-
ing health care providers other than nursing
homes to report expenditures above $500,000
in value. Such expenditures could include buy-
ing new pieces of medical equipment, offer-
ing new types of medical services, or
expanding facilities.

BUDGET FORECAST RELEASED

year that ends June 30.

State Economist Tom Stinson announces that the state is projected to be an additional
$11 million short for the current biennium and $14 million short for 2004-05 biennium during
the Feb. 27 release of the February economic forecast.

Dan McElroy, the state finance commissioner, said that the budget proposal offered by
Pawlenty on Feb. 18 includes changes that would solve the $11 million deficit for the fiscal

Although stating there are no big surprises in the forecast, McElroy and Stinson said the
threat of war and hopes of a fiscal stimulus package at the federal level will determine if the
forecast will result in an additional downturn. Although it would be unusual, McElroy did not
rule out releasing another forecast before the legislative session concludes.
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The reports, submitted to the Department
of Health, are not required before the money
is spent, but the department has authority to
curtail an organization’s future spending if it
does not consider the project necessary.

The law represents a way for the state to
make sure extravagant or unnecessary pur-
chases aren’t adding to the increase in health
care costs.

“This reporting requirement was put into
place in the early '90s when we were informed
about rapidly rising health care costs,” said
Rep. Thomas Huntley (DFL-Duluth). “We all
know those costs are on the rise again at two
to three times the rate of inflation.”

Bradley said if anything, the reports submit-
ted in conjunction with the law have proven
that such expenditures are not the cause of
rising costs. Out of 600 reports submitted
since the law’s adoption in 1992, the Health
Department has only taken action on two,
Bradley said.

Rep. Char Samuelson (R-New Brighton)
said hospitals deserve a break from govern-
ment bureaucracy. “I think there are too many
times when facilities like hospitals and nurs-
ing homes have to spend a lot of time as well
as money preparing reports that end up going
somewhere else, like into the circular file, when
it’s all over,” she said.

Huntley said he agrees with decreasing hos-
pitals’ reporting loads, but he would prefer to
see the $500,000 requirement raised rather
than repeal the law altogether.

The committee approved the bill and re-
ferred it to the House Health and Human Ser-
vices Finance Committee. A Senate companion
(SF505), sponsored by Sen. Sheila Kiscaden
(IP-Rochester), awaits committee action.

- HIGHER EDUCATION

Governor recommendations

In the 2004-05 biennium, Gov. Tim
Pawlenty is recommending funding reduc-
tions to both the University of Minnesota and
Minnesota State Colleges and Universities
(MnSCU) system.

“The university and MnSCU share in a
14 percent reduction in operational funding,
$179 million for the university and $174 million
for MnSCU,” state Finance Commissioner Dan
McElroy wrote in a letter to legislators.

However, Susan Heegaard from the
governor’s office told the House Higher Edu-
cation Finance Committee Feb. 24 that
Pawlenty’s plan would help lessen the impact
to students in a couple of ways.

First, Pawlenty proposes that tuition in-
creases be limited to 15 percent annually,

thereby forcing the systems to use other meth-
ods to reduce costs, such as freezing employee
benefits and salaries.

In addition, $30 million from each system
would be moved to the State Grant Program in
the Higher Education Services Office. Thisis“to
ensure financial access and choice for
Minnesota’s students,” McElroy wrote. Total state
grant funding would equate to a 23 percent in-
crease over the current biennium level.

Heather Johnston, a budget officer with the
Department of Finance, said that state grant
funding is expected to be about $54 million short
of demand this biennium and the money would
also account for an expected 3 to 4 percent en-
rollment increase at the university and MnSCU
institutions. She said a cap would remain in place
for private college students.

The grant program stopped taking applica-
tions Jan. 10 to ensure grants it already prom-
ised for this year could be fulfilled.

Rep. Lyndon Carlson (DFL-Robbinsdale)
questioned whether the $54 million number
isaccurate, noting that Higher Education Ser-
vices Offices officials have a record of request-
ing more money for grant needs, receiving it,
and then not using it. The unused money was
then cancelled back to the general fund instead
of going elsewhere for higher education. “I
don’t mind a little fudge factor, but not mil-
lions of dollars,” he said.

Heegaard said Pawlenty understands those
concerns and is recommending that office of-
ficials consult with people outside their office
when forecasting state grant need. “We do
agree that over the last 10, 20 years there have
been some remarkable inconsistencies, some
of that has been within their control and some
has not,” she said.

Many members had questions about how
the systems will respond to the proposed re-
ductions, and how will that affect tuition rates.

Rep. Doug Stang (R-Cold Spring), the com-
mittee chair, said answers to those questions
should be received next week when represen-
tatives of the university and MnSCU are ex-
pected to begin testifying.

HOUSING
0

Living arrangement woes

Low-income individuals, as well as those of
color or with disabilities, would have their
housing subsidies and assistance programs cut
or reduced under the governor’s 2004-05 bi-
ennial budget plan.

The situation was spelled out Feb. 26 by the
Minnesota Housing Finance Agency before
the House Jobs and Economic Development
Finance Committee.

According to the housing agency’s legisla-
tive director, Tonja Orr, the budget cuts would
result in the following:

+ 418 fewer housing units being served under
the Challenge and Urban Indian programs,
both of which fund new construction and
rehabilitation of housing for rental and
homes-for-ownership;

+ 30 fewer households receiving rental assis-
tance under the Bridges program, which
serves extremely low-income individuals
with serious and persistent mental disabili-
ties while they wait to qualify for federal or
other permanent housing subsidy
programs;

+ 300 fewer households being granted home
foreclosure counseling or homeowner
training under resident and organizational
and support programs, that fund
homebuyer education and foreclosure
prevention;

« 450 fewer households receiving down pay-
ments and closing-cost assistance under
the homeowner assistance program;

+ 16 fewer households receiving mortgage or
rehabilitation assistance under the Tribal
Indian Housing program; and

+ 63 fewer households receiving deferred loans
for home rehabilitation under the rehabili-
tation loan program.

The latter three programs, which constitute
the home ownership loan programs, are
funded through a combination of state appro-
priations, bond proceeds, and repayments of
loans.

In addition, an unknown number of house-
holds wouldn’t be created or rehabilitated, and
some existing rentals wouldn’t receive rental
assistance under the Housing Trust Fund. The
fund helps extremely low-income households
that in fiscal year 2002 had a median income
of less than $6,000. More than 40 percent of
those residents were people of color.

And, an unknown number of landlords may
opt out of the federally assisted housing pro-
gram (Section 8 funding) due to a reduction
in special Minnesota Housing Finance Agency
incentives and rehabilitation loans for new or
existing owners. Federally subsidized housing
tenants are generally among the lowest income
households served by the agency, according to
documentation provided by officials.

The proposed 2004-05 state allocation for
the agency is $69.5 million — a 12 percent, or
$9.6 million, reduction from the previous
biennium.

State appropriations are less than
15 percent of the total agency budget. Bond
proceeds represent 44 percent, with federal
funds and agency resources comprising the
balance.
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. HUMAN SERVICES

Fighting for funds

People with disabilities, many in wheel-
chairs, packed a hearing room Feb. 25 to pro-
test the proposed elimination of state funding
for the Centers for Independent Living.

The centers help people with disabilities live
independently, at times helping them move
from nursing homes or helping them remain
in their personal residences. Their clients’ dis-
abilities include cognitive, mental and emo-
tional, physical, hearing, and vision disorders.

Gov. Tim Pawlenty’s proposed 2004-05 bien-
nial budget eliminates $1.87 million annual
funding beginning in 2004 to the Centers for
Independent Living, leaving them without state
funding. The agencies receive about $1.39 mil-
lion in funding from the federal government.

“This cut hurts,” said Harry Mares, commis-
sioner of the state Department of Economic

Dean Boyington, left, of Maple Grove and Steve Oachs of Mankato listen
Feb. 25 as David Hancox and Randy Sorenson tell the House Jobs and
Economic Development Finance Committee the effects Gov. Tim
Pawlenty’s proposed budget cuts would have on Centers for Independent
Living and their clients.
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Security. His comments came at the meeting
of the House Jobs and Economic Development
Finance Committee.

There are eight Centers for Independent Liv-
ing in the state: Hibbing, Rochester, Mankato,
St. Cloud, East Grand Forks, Moorhead,
Marshall, and the Twin Cities. The agency also
provides independent living skills training,
information and referral services, peer coun-
seling, and advocacy services.

Independent living encourages individuals
to make their own decisions. Assistance may
include offering wheelchair ramps, interpret-
ers for those with hearing impairments, or
audiotape versions of printed material for
those with visual impairments.

The unique feature of the agency is that no
one is turned away based on diagnosis, geo-
graphic location, age, income, or severity of
disability.

“We catch the people that fall through the
cracks,” said David Hancox, executive direc-
tor of the Metro Center
for Independent Living,
on behalf of all the cen-
ters. “We serve the
people that nobody else
will serve.”

The agency served
3,537 people in 2002.
Thirty-five people were
moved from nursing
homes and 225 individu-
als were aided inavoiding
institutionalization, sav-
ing the state $2.6 million,
Hancox said.

Budget cuts would
mean the agency could
only serve 707 people.
Only seven individuals
could be moved from
nursing homes and
45 prevented from insti-
tutionalization, Hancox
said.

Budget reductions
would require the
agency to lay off 48 full-
time employees, many
of whom have disabili-
ties, he added.

Nearly 400 letters pro-
testing the budget cuts
have been sent to legisla-
tors and the governor
from Centers for Inde-
pendent Living clients.

The committee took
no action on the pro-
posed cuts at the
meeting.

HUMANITIES
0

Board funding eliminated

State funding for the Minnesota Humani-
ties Commission would be cut completely if
Gov. Tim Pawlenty’s proposed 2004-05 bud-
get is ultimately approved.

The non-profit, founded in 1971 in affilia-
tion with the National Endowment for the
Humanities, provides leadership, resources,
and programs that advance the study of hu-
manities and enhance the work of schools,
colleges, and cultural organizations through-
out the state.

President Stanley Romanstein said the com-
mission has been encouraged by Pawlenty’s
call for greater attention to content in class-
rooms. The Minnesota Humanities Commis-
sion, he said, works consistently to provide
content and knowledge to Minnesota’s teach-
ers for classroom use.

For example, Romanstein said, the commis-
sion sponsored a two-day seminar on world
religions in August 2001. That education
helped teachers explain the Islamic faith to stu-
dents when certain Islamic fundamentalists
were linked to the Sept. 11 terrorist attacks.

The commission is at a loss to understand
the proposed elimination of state funding,
which represents one-third of its budget,
Romanstein said. The state appropriation in
fiscal years 2002-03 was slightly more than
$2 million, much of which is used to match
federal funds. In addition to the proposed
2004-05 state appropriation elimination, the
2003 budget shortfall fix had the governor
cutting $240,000 from the humanities
commission.

“I’'m confused, my colleagues are confused,
and so are the 35,000 Minnesotans with whom
we work directly every year,” said Romanstein,
testifying Feb. 20 before the House Jobs and
Economic Development Finance Committee.

No one from the governor’s office was at the
committee meeting to comment. The
governor’s budget summary, however, says
that despite the budget cut, funding for the
humanities is the second highest in the Mid-
west, second only to Michigan.

The National Endowment for the Humani-
ties recently released a five-year assessment of
the Minnesota Humanities Commission’s
work, finding it exemplary.

“The national endowment has called us a
model and an inspiration for the rest of the
nation,” Romanstein said.

The commission also promotes family lit-
eracy, offers humanities grants, and sponsors
forums to encourage older adult learning in
the humanities.



INSURANCE
0

Terrorism coverage

Insurance coverage for acts of terrorism,
which now is automatic on commercial prop-
erty fire insurance policies, would be offered
only for an additional fee under a bill that re-
ceived committee support Feb. 13.

Sponsored by Rep. Tim Wilkin (R-Eagan),
HF267 was approved by the House Commerce,
Jobs, and Economic Development Policy
Committee and will be forwarded to the
House floor.

As it stands now, federal law requires com-
mercial property fire insurance policies to in-
clude acts of foreign terrorism, even if the
policy expressly states that terrorism is not
covered. The special terrorism measure, which
was temporary, was invoked through the fed-
eral Terrorism Risk Insurance Act following
the Sept. 11 terrorist attacks in 2001.

Under HF267, insurance companies would
no longer be required to automatically pro-
vide terrorism coverage on fire insurance poli-
cies. Clients instead would be given the choice
to purchase the additional coverage.

The bill applies only to commercial prop-
erty; residential insurance is excluded.

Beverly Turner, a government affairs repre-
sentative for the St. Paul Companies, said her
firm supports the bill, as does the American
Insurance Association and the Insurance Fed-
eration of Minnesota. Wilkin added that he has
received bipartisan support for the measure.

Sen. Linda Scheid (DFL-Brooklyn Park) is
sponsoring a companion bill (SF176) in the
Senate. It awaits a committee hearing.

LAW

Awarding damages

Minnesota’s joint and several liability law,
which provides a way for an injured person or
organization to collect damages even if a li-
able party is unable to pay its portion, would
be significantly altered, under a bill passed by
the House Feb. 24.

Sponsored by Rep. Jeff Johnson
(R-Plymouth), HF75 was approved 81-51.

Current law states that courts can force a
defendant assigned at least 15 percent of the
liability in a civil case to pay any costs other
defendants are unable to pay themselves.

The bill would move the 15 percent thresh-
old to 50 percent and would eliminate a pro-
vision that can force defendants found less
than 15 percent liable to pay up to four times
that percentage under the same circumstances.

On the floor, Johnson called the existing law
“blatantly unfair.”

CYBER TROOPER
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Capt. Jay Swanson of the Minnesota State Patrol shows members of the House Transportation
Policy Committee the computer located on the console of his patrol car as part of a Feb. 26
demonstration showing how the Departments of Public Safety and Transportation are using
Intelligent Transportation Systems.

“We don't tell our jurors about this system,”
he said. “We require them to apportion fault,
but we don’t tell them that the person they
found 20 percent at fault may be required to
pay up to 100 percent of the damages.”

Bill supporters said current law is unfair to
both local governments and to the rich.

“School districts and local units of govern-
ment are often seen as the ‘deep pockets’ when
the person or entity most responsible for the
damage is unable to pay,” said Rep. Joe Opatz
(DFL-St. Cloud).

Rep. Eric Lipman (R-Lake EImo) said, “If
you are wealthy, you are held to a different le-
gal standard, because you can pay. That’s not
in the best traditions of justice.”

Holding up photos of two young men killed
by drunk drivers, House Minority Leader Matt
Entenza (DFL-St. Paul) said many such cases
deal with drunken drivers who frequently do
not have insurance. Current law has allowed
victims and families to get more compensa-
tion for medical expenses from insured bar
owners who, while not mostly at fault, know-
ingly served the intoxicated person alcohol and
did not keep them from driving.

Rep. Tom Pugh (DFL-South St. Paul) esti-
mated that less than 1 percent of personal in-
jury cases fall under the disputed law. “It’s a
rare instance, and it’s a dilemma. Who should
pay more than their fair share?” he asked. If
someone with 80 percent liability is unable to
pay anything, Pugh said, the bill would leave
the victim stuck with 80 percent of medical
costs even though they were awarded the full
amount.“I'd say, in that inst