WEEK IN REVIEW (March 9 – March 13)

AGRICULTURE AND VETERANS

The Policy committee passed veterans bills giving preferences to veteran-owned small businesses.  It also passed ag bills dealing with pesticide application along railroads, classification of ag research data, and changing loan program terms. The Ag Finance Committee continued budget discussions with the Departments of Agriculture and Veterans Affairs.  Presentation of the Veterans budget is now complete.

Veterans Division:  The Division laid over a proposal to extend soldiers assistance program benefits to allied fighters in Vietnam possessing an identification number.  Bills passed creating a Medal of Honor recognition day, a Vietnam Era Veterans celebration, free transit for active duty soldiers, course credit recognition of military courses, and a clarification of pay differential for teachers called up for active duty service.

CAPITAL INVESTMENT

The Capital Investment Committee heard a Minnesota Management and Budget (MMB) agency bill (HF 918/Hausman).  The bill included a provision allowing MMB to sell bonds in private, negotiated sales.  MMB reports that, given the weak economy, it would like another avenue for selling bonds.

The Capital Investment Committee heard a bill that establishes a “natural resources asset preservation and replacement” program, which spells out the allowable uses of a bond appropriation for asset preservation (HF 983/Hansen).
The Capital Investment Committee conducted an informational hearing on a bill modeled on the Gopher State bond program (H.F. 795/Morrow).  If passed, the law would give Minnesota Management and Budget (MMB) the authority to sell small issue General Obligation bonds directly to individuals. Minimum denominations for these bonds would be $500.  

COMMERCE & LABOR

The Commerce & Labor Committee passed a bill this week (HF 866-Hosch) to create a health insurance program for all school district employees in the state.  The school employee insurance program would be folded into the Public Employees Insurance Program (PEIP), which is already administered by Minnesota Management and Budget (MMB).  If enacted, all school districts would be required to join this program.  Similar bills have been vetoed or otherwise stymied in recent years.  The bill was referred to the Health Care Policy Committee.

Labor & Consumer Protection Division:  The Labor Division passed a bill (HF 1214-Davnie) that seeks to crack down on abuses in contracts for deed and rent-to-own arrangements.  These arrangements are often one-sided and favor the seller/landlord.  The thrust of the bill is to require extensive disclosures to buyers/renters and to give them up to 10 days to opt out of an agreement.  The bill was referred to the Commerce Committee. 

The Labor Division also passed a bill (HF 612-Lesch) that would require all employers in the state to offer paid sick leave to their employees.  Under the bill, employees would accrue one hour of sick leave for every 30 hours worked.  They could use the sick leave to care for themselves or extended family members, including grandparents or adult children with special needs.   The bill was referred to the Commerce Committee.

The Labor Committee also passed a bill (HF 528-Davnie) that reforms Minnesota’s law on reverse mortgages.  Reverse mortgages are marketed to senior citizens and lenders sometimes engage in predatory behavior.  The bill steps up existing counseling requirements, gives borrowers a 30-day opt-out period, and requires that lenders determine that a reverse mortgage is suitable for each borrower.  The bill was referred to the Commerce Committee.

CIVIL JUSTICE

The Civil Justice Committee passed HF 292 (Rukavina), which provides for the use of medical marijuana in Minnesota.  The next stop for the bill is the Public Safety Policy and Oversight Committee.

The Civil Justice Committee heard a bill (HF 328 – Murphy, E.) to amend Minnesota statute governing adoptions to allow adoptees over the age of 19 a photocopy of their original birth record, unless there is an affidavit of nondisclosure filed with the state registrar.  After much discussion, the Committee passed the bill on a voice vote to the Finance Committee.  

CULTURAL AND OUTDOOR RESOURCES

The committee took six hours of testimony on the Clean Water and Parks and Trails proposals from the Governor, various groups, and the public that will  use constitutional amendment funds.  The committee also sent several bills to the bonding committee including projects such as Mighty Ducks ice rinks, Rochester Olympic volleyball facilities, and Zoo (Como, Duluth, Apple Valley) proposals.
EDUCATION -- EARLY CHILDHOOD

The Early Childhood Committee heard a bill to create a Minnesota P-20 Education Partnership (H.F. 106/Swails).  Currently, the Minnesota P-16 Education Partnership is a voluntary organization made up of statewide education groups plus representatives of government, business and the private sector.  The bill requires the appointment of legislators to the partnership – four appointed by the House and Senate, with one member of the Minority and Majority from each body.

The Early Childhood Committee heard the Department of Education’s policy and finance bills related to early childhood. (H.F. 1026/Slawik and H.F. 1411 (Downey).
The Early Childhood Committee heard a bill to establish an Office of Early Education.  The Office would function in a manner similar to the Higher Education Coordinating Board and would coordinate early childhood programs currently operating out of the Department of Education and the Department of Human Services (H.F. 641/Peterson).
EDUCATION -- K-12 POLICY & OVERSIGHT  

GRAD (Graduation Required Assessment for Diploma) Test Delay -- Under state law, in order to graduate, public high school students in the class of 2010 must score as proficient on the MCA II assessments or they must pass the GRAD exams (a subset of questions on the MCA II assessments in reading and math).  There is concern that many high school students may not pass the math test and would not receive their diploma.  

On Wednesday, the committee passed HF 501 (Mariani) on a voice vote, with a few GOP members dissenting and referred the bill to the Finance Committee.  The bill allows students enrolled in grade 8 in the 2005-2006 through 2009-2010 school years who do not pass the GRAD to receive a passing state
 notation if the student: 

(1) Completes and passes all required coursework and credits;

(2) Participates in remediation; and

(3) Participates in at least two retest attempts in each failed subject.

 In contrast, the Governor has proposed using an end-of-course format to address this issue.

EDUCATION -- K-12 EDUCATION FINANCE  

Charter Schools -- On Tuesday, the committee acted on HF 935 (Slocum). The bill represents the culmination of the House Charter School Work Group’s response to the 2008 Legislative Auditor report on charter schools.  In general the bill:

· Increases the responsibility of authorizers (currently known as sponsors) in their oversight of charter schools that they authorize;

· Allows authorizers to increase fees to recoup costs associated with their oversight of a charter school;

· Requires more financial training for charter school board members; and

· Clarifies conflict of interest requirements pertaining to charter schools.

One amendment (from Rep. Buesgens) drew most of the committee's time.  The amendment proposed to delete an amendment that was added in the K-12 Education Policy Committee, which places a 3-year moratorium on charter schools locating within 1-mile of a closed or consolidated school - unless approved by the school board affected by the closed or consolidated school.  

The Buesgens amendment to delete the above-described language prevailed on a bipartisan, 11-9 roll-call vote (requested by Rep. Buesgens).

The bill, as amended, was held over for possible inclusion in the forthcoming Omnibus K-12 Finance Budget Bill.

Mandate Reduction Work Group Report & Labor Day School Start--Redux -- On Thursday, the committee heard the Mandates Reduction Work Group Report Bill (HF 920-Tillberry).  An amendment was offered that allows school districts to start before Labor Day for the 2009-2010 and 2010-2011 school years.  The amendment was adopted on a voice vote, with dissent.  

Another amendment delayed revision of the arts, science, language arts, and social studies standards for one year.  The amendment was adopted on a unanimous voice vote.

HF 920 includes 15 items that were recommended by the school boards and administrators for the Legislature to consider amending or repealing.  Probably the two bigger priorities indicated by the school boards and included in bill relate to:

· Requesting temporary authority for fund transfers; and

· Amending the Maintenance Of Effort requirements regarding school support staff such as counselors and nurses.

1) Temporary authority for school districts to make fund transfers -- Given the tough economy facing our nation, our state and our schools, if possible, school districts would like the authority to transfer money from operating and non-operating funds.  For fiscal years 2009 and 2010, the bill extends the same authority that was granted in the 2008 Supplemental Budget Bill.  
Members will recall that provision:

· Allowed any school district on June 30, 2008, to transfer up to $51 per pupil from its reserved for operating capital account to its undesignated general fund balance.  

· Required the school board to adopt a written resolution stating the amount of the transfer and declaring that the district's operating capital needs are being met prior to making the transfer.

2) Amending the Maintenance Of Effort requirements regarding school support staff such as counselors and nurses
The work group came to a consensus to focus the maintenance of effort on the staff complement - rather than on a school district’s spending level.  For example, if a school district had a senior counselor earning $75,000 who subsequently retired, rather than being forced to spend $75,000 to comply with the Maintenance Of Effort provision in law, it was decided that it would be better to require that the district, in that example, to maintain the same staff level rather than the dollars spent. That way, they could hire another counselor, and, perhaps, if the hiree were younger, with less experience, his or her salary would not be $75,000 but lower.  As a result of the work group’s compromise, in the example described, the level of counselor services would be maintained, and the school district would not have to spend as much as before to maintain that level of service to their students.

Overall, based on preliminary figures from the Wayzata school district, the bill could save the district roughly up to $100,000 per year.

The bill was held over for possible inclusion in the forthcoming Omnibus K-12 Finance Budget Bill.

EDUCATION -- HIGHER EDUCATION & WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT FINANCE & POLICY DIVISIONS

The committee continued to hearing bonding requests.  HF 680 (Kalin, Federal stimulus funding allocated for energy programs) received a hearing and was moved to the Energy Finance Committee.  The committee also heard HF 1227 (Rukavina), a bill that makes the necessary changes to Minnesota law in order to receive federal stimulus money.  The federal stimulus package stipulates that Minnesota must make some statutory changes in order to take advantage of the federal stimulus money in the Unemployment Insurance area.  While most of the statute changes allow Minnesotans to access new federal money in the Title II programs (Assistance for Unemployed Workers and Struggling Families), an extra $9.9 million will be used for UI administration, outreach, improvements of systems and operations, and using more staff to help in re-employment services to UI applications.

ENVIRONMENT POLICY AND OVERSIGHT 

The Committee heard testimony on Rep. Knuth’s bill (HF 774), which requires the Pollution Control Agency (PCA) to create a system for reporting and maintaining an inventory of greenhouse gas emissions. This system is needed for Minnesota to accurately track its progress toward attaining the emission-reducing goals that the Legislature has established, and to develop strategies that assure those goals are met.

It also heard Rep. Sailer’s HF 569, which creates a framework for Minnesota to establish a pilot program for a national industry-led statewide paint reuse and recycling system.  The program allows paint manufacturers to collect and process used paint in order to reduce environmental impacts and costs that taxpayers and local governments are now absorbing. Manufacturers may charge a small fee that will be included in the cost of the paint. A similar bill was passed last year but was vetoed.

Rep. Wagenius presented HF 1086, which establishes a number of governance provisions to fill out some of the bare bones provisions of the Clean Water, Land and Legacy Constitutional Amendment.  In 2008, the Legislature approved putting the Amendment to the voters, who resoundingly approved the measure.  However, there is little implementing legislation. In 2008, the Legislature created a new legislative organization -- the Lessard Outdoor Heritage Council, an advisory group designed to give the Legislature recommendations about how to allocate the funds in the Outdoor Heritage Fund.  The other three funds created by the Amendment do not yet have legislative guidelines beyond the language in the Amendment and a couple of lines establishing statutory funds that will receive the allocations.  This bill is intended to begin to address that gap for the funds that are associated with natural resources.  The committee accepted an amendment that adds the arts and heritage fund to the bill, which passed out of committee on a unanimous voice vote.

HEALTH AND HUMAN SERVICES POLICY & OVERSIGHT

On Tuesday, the Committee passed a bill (HF 42 – Thissen) to provide 145 days of Temporary MinnesotaCare coverage to involuntarily unemployed persons. People would be eligible if they had 18 months of consecutive work history, are not eligible for COBRA, have income below 275% of poverty, and do not have access to coverage through a spouse. 

The Committee also passed a bill (HF 491 – Liebling) to create anti-data mining laws in order to prevent the use of a doctor’s prescribing habits for marketing purposes. The pharmaceutical industry currently uses prescribing habits of physicians to target marketing campaigns about expensive brand-name drugs. 

The Committee passed another bill (HF 782 – Sterner) to expand existing efforts to reduce the risk of sudden infant death syndrome (SIDS) and shaken baby syndrome by requiring that training and prevention efforts be applied to child up to age five cared for by a licensed provider. 

The Committee passed a bill (HF 849 – Haws) to eliminate certain renewal notice mailings from the Department of Human Services and to require that mailings explain their purpose to enrollees. 

On Wednesday, the Committee passed a bill (HF 388 – Bigham) to prohibit people awaiting a stay of an order for commitment from participating in psychiatric clinical drug trials. 

The Committee passed another bill (HF 681 – Hayden) to implement a statewide awareness and education campaign about HIV transmission and prevention directed towards the general population. Another bill by the same author (HF 1239 – Hayden) would allow people at risk of homelessness who are enrolled in the General Assistance program, to remain eligible for Group Residential Housing (GRH) while having employment for up to 12 months so long as they continued to have very low incomes. 

Another bill (HF 921 – Fritz) that passed would expand existing laws related to safe patient handling to apply them to clinical settings (physicians’ and dentists’ offices) in addition to surgical settings like hospitals. Safe patient handling requires additional equipment. 

On Thursday, the Committee passed a bill (HF 580 – Hosch) to make it easier for certain people to obtain services through the MFIP Family Stabilization Services program. The bill addresses many of the challenges currently being experienced by MFIP recipients in a very difficult employment market. 

The Committee had a lengthy debate about whether Minnesota’s welfare laws result in people from other states moving here to obtain welfare benefits. The committee did not pass any bills on this topic. 

HOUSING AND PUBLIC HEALTH

The Housing and Public Health Committee heard a bill to increase the base funding for the Bridges Rental Housing Assistance Program (H.F. 522/Hayden).  The Bridges Program is one of three general fund appropriated programs that are part of the Minnesota Housing Finance Agency’s Business Plan to End Long-Term Homelessness.

The Housing and Public Health Committee heard a bill to create a demonstration project for colorectal screening at the Hennepin County Medical Center and MeritCare Bemidji (H.F. 293/Ruud.

The Housing and Public Health Committee heard a bill to expand the Loan Forgiveness Program (M.S. 144.1501) to forgive the loans of health professionals who practice pediatric psychiatry of mental health. Loans would be forgiven for “midlevel” professionals who practice pediatric psychiatry or for nurses who practice in a hospital pediatric psychiatric unit.
PENSIONS AND RETIREMENT COMMISSION

The Commission had two meetings this week as it continues to build the omnibus bill.  They heard many bills that remedy individual issues.  On Friday, they heard a bill that would require the State Board of Investment to divest itself of its holdings in Iran.  They also heard a proposal that would merge the Minneapolis Employee Retirement Fund (a fund that is closed to new members) with the Public Employees Retirement Association.

PUBLIC SAFETY POLICY & OVERSIGHT
The Public Safety Policy and Oversight Committee heard a bill to expand the DWI Ignition Interlock Pilot Project, which received state authorization and began in 2007, statewide.  The current pilot project only covers Hennepin County and Beltrami County.  This bill would extend the project statewide for a period from 2009 to 2011.  The Committee passed HF 525 (Mullery) to the Transportation Committee.

The Public Safety Policy and Oversight Committee also heard Brandon’s Law, which is HF 1242 (Seifert).  This bill expands the current missing child act to include endangered persons and provides protocols for law enforcement regarding taking missing person reports, conducting investigations, cooperation with other agencies, and communication with family.  This bill is named for a 19-year old still missing in the Marshall area.  The Committee passed the bill on a voice vote to the Finance Committee.

STATE AND LOCAL GOVERNMENT OPERATIONS, REFORM, TECHNOLOGY AND ELECTIONS

Government Operations passed the Early Voting Bill (HF 1113-Morgan) that would allow voters to cast an official ballot in person, without an excuse, up to 15 days before the election. The bill is an improvement on Minnesota’s current complex in-person, excuse required, absentee voting system. 

The Local Government Division and Government Operations passed three local government relief bills drafted by bipartisan working groups convened by Property and Local Sales Tax Division Chair Marquart. The Local Government Mandate Relief Bill (HF 1195-Lanning) is a bipartisan bill that responsibly lifts several state mandates on local governments and repeals levy limits. The Property Tax Task Force Bill (HF 1261-Dittrich) establishes a property tax temporary working group that will set benchmarks for making the property tax system more simple and transparent. The Local Results and Innovation Bill (HF 1201-Marquart) would reward local governments that use best practices, adopt minimum performance measures and report on their progress.

The Local Government Division passed a bill (HF 1278-Sterner) allowing all counties to choose to:  (1) combine auditor, treasurer, and recorder functions, and (2) make such elected positions appointed. The bill requires public notice and an 80% super-majority vote for counties to adopt such resolutions. The board’s actions would be subject to a reverse referendum if 10% of voters sign a petition within 60 days. 

TAXES 
On Wednesday, the Department of Revenue presented findings from the 2009 Tax Incidence Study to the Tax Committee.  The study found that the tax system became even more regressive from 2004 to 2006, meaning that higher-income earners paid lower effective tax rates compared with lower-income earners.

Earlier in the week, Tom Stinson underlined for the Tax Committee the historic nature of the drop in revenues that Minnesota has seen over the last 9 months.  Dr. Stinson stated that the $4.5 billion (or 13%) drop in revenue from the end of session to February is probably the largest in magnitude that Minnesota has ever seen.

