WEEK IN REVIEW (February 23 – February 27)

BIOSCIENCE AND WORKFORCE DEVELOPMENT POLICY AND OVERSIGHT DIVISION

The committee heard from the Minnesota Partnership for Biotechnology and Medical Genomics and had a presentation on economic development policy and best practices.

COMMERCE & LABOR
A bill to crack down on “debt settlement providers” was passed this week by the Labor & Consumer Protection Committee. These companies often advertise on late-night television and promise to help debtors negotiate a favorable settlement with their creditors.  In practice, these companies often mislead debtors, charge exorbitant fees and do nothing to help their customers get out of debt.  This bill (HF 549 – Davnie) requires debt settlement providers to be certified by the Department of Commerce, establishes contract requirements, limits the fees that can be charged, imposes disclosure requirements and prohibits certain acts.  The bill was referred to the Commerce Committee.

The Commerce Committee also passed a bill (HF 359 - Norton) that would require health plans in the state to cover treatment for autism in their insurance policies.  The Committee heard several stories from parents of autistic children who were denied coverage for therapy that was recommended by their doctors and had proven to be very beneficial.  Opponents emphasized the experimental nature of some autism treatments, and the fact that the bill would cover only 27% of Minnesota employers.  The bill was referred to the State Government Finance Committee.

CIVIL JUSTICE
The Civil Justice Committee passed a bill removing the single occurrence liability cap (HF 103 – Atkins) related to claims against the state.  Local municipalities would be allowed to retain their tort liability caps under this bill.  The bill attempts to address concerns raised after the 35W bridge collapse about whether the current liability cap would adequately cover all the victims of a large scale disaster.  The bill passed on a voice vote to Finance.

The Civil Justice Committee also passed a bill providing damage recovery and attorney fees when a business proves that its insurance company breached a commercial or professional insurance policy by failing to honor an insurance claim (HF 417 – Atkins).  The bill passed to the General Register on a voice vote after much discussion.

EDUCATION -- K-12 POLICY & OVERSIGHT  

The committee began reviewing the delete-all amendment (DE5) to HF 935 (Slocum), which in effect, represents the culmination of the Charter School Work Group’s response to the 2008 Legislative Auditor report on charter schools.

EDUCATION -- K-12 EDUCATION FINANCE  

The committee heard a number of bills this week.  The higher profile bill was HF 195 (Norton), which would allow a school district to start before Labor Day for the next two school years.  The bill passed on a voice vote – with dissent – and was referred to the Finance Committee.  

The Mandates Reduction Work Group, chaired by Rep. Tom Tillberry, will meet on Friday (Feb. 27th) to continue its work.

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

This committee heard bonding bills for projects on the University of Minnesota and MnSCU campuses.  On Thursday, there was a joint hearing with the Senate Higher Education Finance Committee where finalists for the four University of Minnesota Regent positions were interviewed.

ENERGY

The Energy Committee passed a bill to bolster the development of C-BED (Community-Based Energy Development) in the state.  The bill (HF 357-Falk) would create a pricing formula for smaller C-BED projects (less than 5 MW) based on spot market prices.  It would also require utilities to purchase from C-BED projects (if any are available) until total C-BED capacity in the state reaches 800 MW.  The bill also calls on the PUC to develop a standard contract for C-BED projects.  The rationale behind C-BED is that it keeps the economic benefits of renewable energy development in the communities where the energy is generated.  Too often, large, out-of-state corporations build massive wind farms with nearly all of the revenue they generate leaving the state.  General Wesley Clark and others testified in support of the bill. Opponents were most critical of the pricing formula and the purchase requirements.  The bill was referred to the Commerce Committee.

The Energy Committee also passed a bill that seeks to put pressure on the federal government to finally start accepting nuclear waste at Yucca Mountain in Nevada.  In 1982, Congress required all utilities with nuclear plants to start paying into the Nuclear Waste Fund.  Since that time, utilities around the country have paid in more than $16 billion (plus $15 billion in interest).  Xcel/NSP has paid in $376 million (plus $283 million interest).  In exchange, the federal government promised to start receiving nuclear waste at Yucca Mountain no later than 1998.  Ratepayers across the country have paid billions into the Fund and received nothing in return.  Xcel ratepayers continue to donate $13 million each year.  The bill (HF 894-Atkins) calls on the PUC to order Xcel to submit its payments to a state-administered escrow fund until Yucca Mountain is open and available to accept waste.

ENVIRONMENT POLICY AND OVERSIGHT 

The Committee heard Rep. Faust’s Green Acres bill, (HF 217), focusing on its environmental implications.  The bill’s next stop will be the Environmental and Natural Resources Finance Committee, which will hold an informational hearing next week.

The Committee held a joint hearing with the Transportation Policy and Finance Committees to review findings and recommendations of two studies, one from the Minnesota Climate Change Advisory Group (MCCAG), and the other, “A Smaller Carbon Footprint,” from the University of Minnesota’s Center for Transportation Studies.
Several bills are being considered this year that are based on those recommendations.  Although the MCCAG process was initiated by the Governor, who appointed all of its members, a number of recommendations that came out of the process have been ignored by the Administration and are now in bill form, thanks to DFL legislators.  The Committee will hear two of them next week.

ENVIRONMENT AND NATURAL RESOURCES FINANCE

Having reviewed the outcomes for the last biennium, the Committee took a first look at the Department of Natural Resources’ recommendations for the next biennium, as well as reviewing a number of bonding proposals.

HEALTH & HUMAN SERVICES POLICY & OVERSIGHT

The Committee heard, but did not vote on, a bill (HF 135 – Bly) to create a single payer health care system in Minnesota. Known as the Minnesota Health Act, the bill would shift all health coverage into a single payer, public-utility style Minnesota Health Plan, funded through an equitable and affordable premium. The Minnesota Health Plan would provide comprehensive medically-necessary benefits to every resident. 

The Committee passed a bill (HF 936 – Thissen) to allow the Minnesota Board on Aging to work with DEED to develop standards for a “communities for a lifetime” designation for cities and counties. Similar to the “Star City” designation, this would allow local governments to initiate a set of options for seniors in the areas of housing, employment, health care and transportation. This proposal is part of a Transform 2010 project to prepare Minnesota for the “age wave” of retiring baby boomers. 

The Committee passed a bill (HF 444 - Thissen) to modify Minnesota’s state suicide prevention plan to focus more on suicide prevention among college students. 

The Committee passed several bills related to improving access to services for young people aging out of the foster care system. One bill (HF 934 – Loeffler) would allow foster children to remain enrolled in Medical Assistance until age 21 (currently eligibility ends at age 18). Another bill (HF 985 – Hayden) would help develop a benefits plan for young adults who had received foster care benefits prior to turning 18 or who were discharged due to runaway status after age 15. 

The Committee passed several bills designed to improve emergency responders’ interaction with people with mental illness. One bill (HF 449 – Mullery) provides funding for local enforcement to receive crisis intervention team training. This would help law enforcement learn how to de-escalate or diffuse situations involving someone with a mental health crisis. Another bill (HF 448 – Mullery) would permit emergency 911 systems to make referrals to mental health crisis teams as an alternative to simply dispatching law enforcement units. 

HEALTH CARE AND HUMAN SERVICES FINANCE 

The Committee completed its review of the Governor’s budget proposals and heard public testimony on his ideas. The Committee heard two-minute criticisms of the Governor’s health and human services ideas. Organizations opposed to the cuts included: 

· Lutheran Social Services of MN; 

· AFSCME; 

· People Inc.; 

· People with disabilities opposed to the dental cuts; 

· PCA providers; 

· Consortium of People with Disabilities; 

· Minnesota Disability Law Center; 

· NAMI Minnesota; 

· Minnesota Association of Community Mental Health providers;
· Mental Health Association of Minnesota;
· Minnesota Dental Association;
· Health Partners Dental;
· Minnesota Council of Health Plans;
· Minnesota Medical Association (MMA); 

· Local Public Health Association;
· PCA Direct Support Professional Association; 

· Minnesota Chiropractic Association;
· Minnesota Habilitation Coalition; 

· Minnesota Visiting Nursing Association; 

· Minnesota Region 10 Quality Assurance ; 

· Poss-Abilities of SE Minnesota ;
· ARRM ;
· Minnesota Legal Services Association;
· Minnesota Pharmacists Association; 

· Minnesota Council of Child Care Agencies; and 

· Federal Qualified Health Centers and Community Clinics

PUBLIC SAFETY
The Public Safety Policy and Oversight Committee passed the child passenger restraint bill (HF 267 – Hortman) to the Finance Committee.  This bill requires a child who is both under the age of 8 and shorter than 4 feet 9 inches tall to be fastened in a child restraint system while a passenger in a motor vehicle.  

The Public Safety Policy Committee also passed a bill addressing the issue of organized theft rings targeted at retail establishments (HF 755 – Simon).   The bill adds identity theft to the enhanced penalties for theft statute, and expands Minnesota’s racketeering statute to include additional definitions of theft.  The bill is the product of work by county prosecutors, public defenders, retailers, law enforcement and others.  The Committee passed the bill on a voice vote to the Finance Committee.

TAXES -- PROPERTY TAX & LOCAL SALES TAX DIVISION 
The committee heard a bill that would delay the implementation of the 2008 Green Acres changes for one year.  The bill passed on a party-line vote and was sent to the Tax Committee.

TAXES 
Approximately 500 people attended the Tax Committee hearing at Bloomington City Hall on Tuesday evening to share their ideas about the budget deficit.  Twenty-eight legislators from all four caucuses listened to testimony from over 90 individuals.  Minnesotans shared their concerns about the Governor’s proposed budget cuts, as well as ideas about how to find efficiencies and increase revenue.  Testifiers talked about every portion of the budget, including:  education, health care, courts, libraries, taxes, higher education, and local government aid.  One family provided especially moving testimony about their son’s reliance on the SILs (Semi-Independent Living program), which the Governor proposes cutting.  The parents testified that they are scared what will happen to their developmentally disabled, middle-aged adult son when they are gone or are no longer able to care for him.  The SILs program gives them hope that he will continue to contribute to society and live with dignity.  They pleaded with members to ensure that our most vulnerable citizens are protected.

