
Catholic Charities 
2020 Legislative Summary 
Minnesota lawmakers returned to the Capitol for the 2020 regular legislative session—the second 
year of the legislative biennium—on February 11th. With the state’s $48 billion budget already set, 
lawmakers and advocates entered session with a focus on cost-neutral policy bills, a bonding bill, and a 
supplemental budget bill to take advantage of a $1.5 billion budget surplus. After just one month, everyone’s 
intentions were upended by the start of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

COVID-19 Hits the Brakes
Governor Walz declared a peacetime emergency on March 13th in response to the outbreak. Over the 
ensuing weeks, lawmakers’ sole focus turned to the state pandemic response, which they and advocates 
were forced to navigate remotely as the Capitol and communities largely shut down to help prevent the 
spread of the coronavirus. 

Momentum for any legislative proposals not related to the COVID-19 response came to a screeching 
halt, and the Capitol—usually full of hustle and chatter—quickly became quiet. In-person meetings 
with lawmakers were cancelled and sometimes replaced by a phone call. Hearing rooms sat empty as 
lawmakers convened less frequently by Zoom, eliminating opportunities for those quick-but-informative 
hallway conversations with lawmakers, legislative staff and fellow advocates. Rallies were cancelled or 
went virtual, removing the strong visuals that typically accompany advocacy campaigns at the Capitol. 
More than before, social media became the go-to source of information for the latest updates. All these 
changes significantly impacted the legislative process and how we engaged as advocates.

The Surplus Disappears
The public health and economic impact of COVID-19 was felt immediately, and it was so great that in 
early May, Minnesota Management and Budget released updated budget projections. The report was 
dire: the state’s plump budget surplus had swung into a $2.4 billion deficit. 

This staggering financial loss, paired with the politicizing of the peacetime emergency and other partisan 
conflicts, tainted end-of-session negotiations; and the legislature adjourned sine die on May 18th having 
failed to act on nearly all their top priorities, including a bonding bill.

As lawmakers prepared to reconvene for special session to wrap up unfinished business and address 
additional demands related to the COVID-19 response, our communities experienced another state 
of emergency. The unjust death of George Floyd at the hands of Minneapolis police officers cast 
another harsh light on systemic racism, and the anger and violence that followed shook the Twin Cities 
and the world. In response, calls for criminal justice and police reforms were also tied to plans for 
special session.

A Series of Special Sessions 
Lawmakers gaveled in on June 12th for what would end up being a one-week special session. During this 
time, the peacetime emergency was extended for 30 days, but lawmakers failed to find agreement on any 
of their highest priorities: a bonding bill, criminal justice reform and additional COVID-19 relief.

The expiration of the peacetime emergency prompted a second special session on July 13th. Governor 
Walz renewed the peacetime emergency for another month, and despite growing partisan tensions, a 
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divided legislature allowed the declaration to stand. In what was hailed as an important step forward, 
lawmakers succeeded in passing a police accountability and reform bill with bipartisan support. The 
House also passed a resolution declaring racism a statewide public health crisis. Compromise on other 
top priorities – including a bonding bill and tax bill – continued to evade lawmakers, however, and on 
July 21st they adjourned sine die once more.

A third special session was called on August 12th to again renew the peacetime emergency. While many 
would have liked to see a bonding bill taken up at this time, the state’s selling of previously authorized 
bonds created a blackout period on passing budget-related bills, which means the earliest a bonding bill 
could be taken up is late September. With little ability to do much else, lawmakers passed just two bills: 
one providing $30 million in grants from federal COVID-19 funds to disability service providers affected by 
closures and interruptions due to the pandemic, and another making non-controversial technical changes 
to the police accountability and reform bill passed in July. After just a few hours on the floor, lawmakers 
adjourned sine die for the fourth time this year.

Looking Ahead: More Special Sessions and an Election 
With the Governor only able to renew the peacetime emergency for 30 days at a time, additional 
special sessions are likely to occur on a monthly basis, with the next occurring mid-September. Each of 
these special sessions provides lawmakers a new opportunity to act on legislation, and many are still 
hopeful that agreement on a bonding bill can be found. The upcoming general election, however, may 
create additional challenges, as partisan campaign rhetoric grows. This November voters will find the 
presidential race, congressional seats and all 201 state legislators on the ballot.
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Outcomes on 
Catholic Charities Priorities 
Catholic Charities entered 2020 with a new team. Lorna Schmidt, Public Policy Manager, and D’Andre 
Gordon, Public Policy Advocate, joined Wendy Underwood, VP of Social Justice Advocacy and Engagement, 
to carry forward a robust state policy agenda that included issues important to the diversity and needs 
of each of our program areas: children and families, individuals experiencing or at risk of homelessness, 
and aging and disability services. Our top priorities included advancing racial equity and social justice and 
increasing funding for the Emergency Services Program to meet emergency shelter needs.

The onset of the COVID-19 pandemic forced us to pivot on a number of policy issues and also to grow our 
advocacy presence at the local and federal levels. Still, our commitment to advancing racial equity and social 
justice by enhancing access to housing, healthcare, childcare and economic opportunity and stability remained 
strong and woven throughout our work, and we saw meaningful progress in each of our five critical priorities.

1.    Advance racial equity and social justice by enhancing access to housing, health 
care, childcare, economic opportunity and stability.
OUTCOME: Progress, with momentum

Advocacy on this policy priority focused on several key issues: bonding for deeply affordable housing 
and shelter, the Child Care Assistance Program, criminal justice reform, human services program waivers/
temporary absence from Housing Support, the Minnesota Family Investment Program, and recuperative care.

CHILD CARE ASSISTANCE PROGRAM (CCAP)
CCAP provides financial assistance to help families - including those enrolled at Catholic Charities’ Northside 
Children’s Development Center - afford quality childcare. The program will finally see its reimbursement rate 
boosted for those who provide care for low-income children thanks to a law passed in the 1st special session. 
Starting this fall, the reimbursement rate will be set at the 25th percentile based on the 2018 child care 
provider rate survey administered by DHS. (Under previous law, the reimbursement rate was set at the 25th 
percentile based on the 2011 survey.) This change brings Minnesota into federal compliance, helping our state 
avoid millions in financial penalties.

CRIMINAL JUSTICE REFORM
In the 2nd special session, and on the 8-week anniversary of George Floyd’s death, lawmakers passed 
a comprehensive package of criminal justice reforms with bipartisan support. The Minnesota Police 
Accountability Act includes provisions such as:
•   Banning chokeholds and certain neck restraints in all but extreme circumstances;
•   Prohibiting warrior-style training;
•   Requiring the duty to intervene and report;
•   Enhanced standards and data collection around deadly force encounters;
•   Establishment of an independent state unit to investigate deadly force cases;
•   Ability to offer incentives to encourage police residency;
•    Expanding POST (Police Officer Standards and Training) Board membership and adding additional citizen 

representation (Governor to now appoint 4 community members);
•    Establishing the Ensuring Policy Excellence and Improving Community Relations Advisory Council within 

the POST Board;
•   Mental health and crisis intervention training;
•   Mandatory autism training; and
•   Arbitration reform.
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More controversial provisions, including transferring investigative authority for police-involved killings to 
the Attorney General and restoring voting rights, were removed from the bill during negotiations.

While the bill doesn’t go as far as what was first introduced by the House DFL and the POCI (People of 
Color and Indigenous) Caucus, it represents a compromise with the Senate and is considered by many to 
be an important first step toward increasing police accountability and social justice. There will be more 
attention and action on these issues in the 2021 legislative session.

HUMAN SERVICES PROGRAM WAIVERS / TEMPORARY ABSENCE FROM HOUSING SUPPORT
Early in the pandemic response, Governor Walz signed an executive order allowing DHS to issue 
human services program waivers and modifications to help minimize disruptions to accessing services. 
Lawmakers later passed legislation codifying these provisions in statute, ensuring those waivers and 
modifications made in response to the pandemic remain in place 60 days after the peacetime emergency 
ends, unless otherwise affected by federal law. The law also authorizes a subset of the waivers (many of 
them related to telehealth) to continue through June 2021, and it allows a waiver for temporary absence 
from housing support to continue until December 30, 2020. (The latter is specific to temporary absences 
due to quarantine or hospitalization for COVID-19, allowing residents to be gone more than 18 days 
without fear of losing their housing.) 

These waivers have been critical to helping numerous Catholic Charities programs continue operating for 
the benefit of our residents and clients, including those in our housing, children and family services, and 
aging and disability services. We will advocate for many of these waivers to become permanent during 
future special sessions and in 2021.

RECUPERATIVE CARE
A bill led by Hennepin Healthcare and supported by Catholic Charities directs DHS to design a 
health home model for individuals experiencing homelessness. This is relevant to facilities like Exodus 
and the medical respite unit at Higher Ground Saint Paul, which provide recuperative care services for 
those who are too ill or frail to recover without support but who do not require hospital-based care. The 
bill was met with initial support, but action stalled due to the COVID-19 response and is unlikely to be 
taken up again until the 2021 session.

MINNESOTA FAMILY INVESTMENT PROGRAM (MFIP)
In response to COVID-19, advocates and lawmakers called for a one-time, $500 increase to MFIP. MFIP 
provides financial aid to the state’s lowest wage workers and their children; most of these parents are 
ineligible for unemployment insurance and were slow to receive federal stimulus checks. This benefit 
would help families in crisis pay for basic needs like food, rent and diapers. It did not pass in the regular 
or first three special sessions but remains a high priority for the Governor’s administration and advocates. 
With additional special sessions expected due to the peacetime emergency, we could still see action on 
this proposal this year. 

BONDING FOR DEEPLY AFFORDABLE HOUSING AND SHELTER
As part of the Homes for All Coalition, Catholic Charities advocated for a bonding bill that included $500 
million funding for affordable housing, including $400 million for Housing Infrastructure Bonds (with 
a one-time use for shelter capital) and $100 million for General Obligation Bonds to preserve public 
housing. The coalition revised this ask at the end of regular session, based on the economic impact of 
COVID-19, to include at least $200 million for Housing Infrastructure Bonds, $100 million for General 
Obligation Bonds and an additional $25 million for shelter.
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Disagreements initially arose over the size of the bonding bill and how much the state could afford 
to invest, but the issue became more political as session(s) went on. Lawmakers began to challenge 
Governor Walz’ emergency powers and threatened to withhold their votes until the peacetime emergency 
ends. (Bonding bills must originate in the House and require a three-fifths majority, necessitating 
bipartisan agreement in both chambers). Things became even more complicated when some lawmakers 
attempted to link a bonding bill to requests for emergency rental assistance, tenant protections, and 
policy reform related to housing developments and local zoning. 

Failure to pass a bonding bill before eviction moratoriums were slated to end drove Governor Walz to 
direct $100 million in federal Coronavirus Relief Fund dollars to emergency renters’ assistance in mid-
July. While this removed some strain on negotiations, the debate over emergency powers remained a 
strong sticking point. Despite strong bipartisan support at the start of 2020 to get a bonding bill done 
and multiple attempts, lawmakers as of August have yet to secure enough votes to pass one. The 
legislature is expected to return for another special session in September, and there is strong pressure 
for lawmakers to make a deal then, before getting further into election season. Funding to construct more 
deeply affordable housing and shelter is necessary to address the state’s housing shortage and move 
more individuals along the housing continuum toward housing stability. 

NEXT STEPS
The COVID-19 pandemic and murder of George Floyd are two recent events that have shed a glaring 
light on the inequities in our healthcare, housing, and criminal justice systems. Catholic Charities will 
continue advocating for reforms that address the systemic racism and inequities of these systems. This 
includes advocating for a bonding bill with funding for deeply affordable housing and shelter in a special 
session, as well as advocating for tenant protections to ensure people don’t lose their housing during the 
COVID-19 pandemic, a one-time emergency increase to MFIP, recuperative care, efforts to permanently 
extend human services program waivers, and additional criminal justice reforms.
 
2.   Increase funding for Emergency Services Program (ESP) to $15 million to meet 

emergency shelter needs.
OUTCOME: Mixed to Good

Catholic Charities, with support from the Minnesota Coalition for the Homeless and Homes for All Coalition, 
led the push for legislation appropriating $7.5 million per year ($15 million per biennium) for ESP grants 
to aid in funding our emergency shelters and opportunity centers, which are predominantly subsidized by 
private dollars. Proposals were also introduced as part of the Governor’s supplemental budget and in the 
Senate, though at lesser amounts ($2.1 million and $3 million per year, respectively). 

Momentum for ESP grew early in session and was featured as a top priority on Homeless Day on the Hill, 
which coincided with a House hearing on the bill. It was laid over for possible inclusion in a supplemental 
budget, but before additional action could be taken, the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic forced lawmakers 
and partners to pivot, and attention turned towards investments for immediate pandemic response needs. 
Momentum was not lost completely, and in fact proved critical in helping us secure $26.5 million in one-
time ESP funding as part of a COVID-19 relief package to support emergency shelters’ response. Catholic 
Charities received funds from this appropriation to support our emergency shelter operations.

NEXT STEPS
Emergency shelter services are a crucial part of the housing continuum. We are keeping track of how 
COVID-19 ESP funds are spent and their impact, with the intent to reintroduce a bill next session to secure a 
significant, sustainable investment in ESP.
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3.  Increase Housing Support base rate by $100/month to support those most in need.
OUTCOME: Mixed to Good

Bills introduced in 2019 to increase the Housing Support base rate were still alive in 2020, and the program 
received extra attention as part of discussions on COVID-19 response needs. The legislature passed a 
temporary (3-month) 15% increase to the base rate for Housing Support room and board and supplemental 
service expenses. This increase expired at the end of May 2020. 

Although multiple Catholic Charities housing sites received funding from the temporary rate increase to support 
COVID-19 related expenses, these sites continue to experience increased expenses due to the pandemic; and since 
even before COVID-19, there has been a large gap between the base rate and the actual cost of operating a housing 
unit. A base rate increase is necessary to stabilize housing support programs and support those most in need.

NEXT STEPS
Increasing the base rate for Housing Support remains a top priority for Catholic Charities and other providers. 
We will continue conversations with the administration and partners, with the intent of building on the 
temporary investment to secure a more permanent increase in the future.

4.  Support transition to the new Housing Stabilization benefit.
OUTCOME: Good

Housing Stabilization is a new state Medical Assistance benefit for people with disabilities and seniors 
who are homeless, at risk of becoming homeless, or living in institutions/segregated settings. The benefit 
replaces a portion of the Housing Supports supplemental service rate that many Catholic Charities 
residents receive. This work did not require new legislation, and no proposals were introduced that 
would have altered the program in a negative way. Instead efforts have focused on implementing the 
new billing model for Housing Stabilization services, as directed by the legislature in 2017 and approved 
by the Center for Medicare and Medicaid Services in 2019. 

NEXT STEPS
Catholic Charities staff have been meeting as part of an interagency Housing Stabilization Team to 
prepare for this transition (effective July 20, 2020) and are moving forward with a phased rollout.

5.  Remove barriers for people experiencing housing instability to participate in voting.
OUTCOME: Good

Lawmakers passed a bill authorizing federal Help American Vote Act (HAVA) funding to make elections safer and 
more accessible. The bill was deemed especially critical during this time of COVID-19, given concerns about health 
risks for individuals going to the polls. With its passage, HAVA funds can be used to increase absentee voting, 
create additional polling places and purchase supplies to support cleaning and social distancing recommendations 
related to COVID-19. The ability to participate in absentee voting has the potential to remove barriers to voting for 
many residents and clients of Catholic Charities’ housing sites, shelters and opportunity centers.

Lawmakers were unsuccessful in passing another proposal that, in addition to authorizing new uses of HAVA funds, 
would have allowed for all mail-in balloting and restored voting rights of persons with felony convictions. While this 
proposal advanced in the House, it was considered much more partisan and did not gain traction in the Senate.

NEXT STEPS
Catholic Charities will continue to advocate for greater changes to Minnesota election law that make it 
easier for people experiencing homelessness or housing instability to vote. We are working with Catholic 
Charities’ teams, county election staff and the Secretary of State’s office to support voter engagement at our 
housing sites, shelters and opportunity Centers, with an emphasis on voting by mail.
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Impact of our Advocacy 
The integration of Catholic Charities’ Office for Social Justice and External Affairs teams has helped 
elevate and deepen our advocacy engagement for greater impact. A steady drumbeat of media coverage 
also helped call attention to the needs across the full continuum of housing, educate people on impact 
of COVID-19 on those we serve and our services, and put pressure on lawmakers. Highlights of our work 
include:
•    Catholic Charities hosted the Homes for All Legislative Kick-Off at the Richard M. Schulze Family 

Foundation Saint Paul Opportunity Center on February 8th. More than 80 community partners, 
legislators and public leaders attended, including Lieutenant Governor Peggy Flanagan and Minnesota 
Housing Commissioner Jennifer Ho.

•    An op-ed authored by Tim Marx in the Star Tribune called on state lawmakers to invest $15 million in 
the Emergency Services Program and to increase the supply of affordable housing. 

•    More than 45 staff participated in a series of advocacy workshops at our Saint Paul Opportunity 
Center, Family Service Center, Exodus Residence and Glenwood Residence sites.

•    Catholic Charities advocates, staff, clients and interns helped make up the approximately 700 
attendees that attended Homeless Day on the Hill on March 11th. 

•    Wendy Underwood testified on the need to invest in the Emergency Services Program, and Kendall 
Benson, Program Manager for our scattered housing site program, testified on tenant protections. 
John Spieker, Director of Client Services, testified on the impacts of housing and mental health.

•    Chris Michels, Director of Housing Stability, and Brian Bozeman, Program Manager for Long-
Term Housing, were interviewed live on Almanac at the Capitol to share insights on our current 
homelessness challenges. The program also aired a walking tour of Dorothy Day Place.

•    A resident of Higher Ground Minneapolis was featured in a Star Tribune article highlighting efforts by 
the counties and Catholic Charities to move guests from shelters into hotels as part of the COVID-19 
response. Tim Marx also is quoted.

•    Lorna Schmidt and D’Andre Gordon were interviewed by Gina Licari, Senior Public Engagement and 
Marketing Manager, about special session and for an “Advocacy 101” on Facebook Live.

•    Chris Michels and Tim Marx were interviewed for a Fox 9 TV segment to show how shelter operations 
were revamped to protect guests and residents during the pandemic.

•    10 action alerts were posted on the “Take Action” page of our website and shared on social media, 
leading to nearly 1,800 messages sent to lawmakers. Alerts covered the topics of the Emergency 
Services Program, COVID-19 relief, bonding for deeply affordable housing and shelter, and criminal 
justice reform.
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Moving forward to 2021 
When lawmakers convene for the 2021 legislative session, they will face the hard task of setting 
a balanced state budget for the 2022-23 biennium. Minnesota Management and Budget planning 
estimates released in late July show a projected revenue shortfall of $4.7 billion, setting the stage for a 
difficult session with threats of significant funding cuts. After the 2020 November general election, we 
can also expect to see a number of new legislators sworn in, and it will be on us to help them quickly 
learn and champion our policy priorities.

As noted previously, the COVID-19 pandemic has already had a big impact on how the legislature 
operates and how we as advocates engage with lawmakers in the legislative process. With no clear 
end to the pandemic in site, we expect that much if not all the 2021 session will be conducted remotely, 
posing additional challenges to what is sure to already be a challenging year. Our advocacy will have to 
continue to adapt, and we will have to explore new ways to strengthen our outreach to ensure our voice 
and those of our clients are still heard.

In preparation, and to continue building on the momentum we did gain this year, Catholic Charities’ 
advocacy team will be connecting with clients and staff at our sites to build our policy agenda and 
inform outreach strategies. We will also be connecting with coalition partners, working to strengthen our 
engagement with faith-based organizations to extend our relationships and influence in key legislative 
districts, and planning with our fellow Social Justice Advocacy and Engagement staff to more fully 
integrate advocacy into everything we do.

There is still much work to be done, and we look forward to doing our part to bring forward the best 
policy solutions at every opportunity, lift the voices of our community members and partners as much as 
we can, and drive our mission to serve those most in need. We appreciate your support along the way!
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