
2021 Legislative Summary 
On January 5, 2021, Minnesota’s newly elected state lawmakers convened and were sworn in for the 
start of the 92nd Legislative Session. After a highly contentious 2020 general election, Minnesota 
remained the only divided legislature in the nation, with Democrats maintaining a narrow majority in the 
House and Republicans holding onto a slight majority in the Senate. 

Passing a balanced, two-year state budget was state lawmakers’ main item of business for the 2021 
session, but they had to do so in the midst of immense challenges: increasing pressure to address 
systemic racism, the ongoing need to respond to the COVID-19 pandemic, and a projected state budget 
deficit. Due to the pandemic’s guidelines for physical distancing, lawmakers (and advocates) were 
required to conduct nearly all their business remotely, adding another challenge to session and raising 
concerns by many about public access and transparency.  

State Surplus and Federal Stimulus Provide Influx of Billions of Dollars
Lawmakers entered session with a projected $1.3 billion state budget deficit but were greeted with good 
news in February when an updated forecast showed a $1.6 billion budget surplus instead. The passage of 
federal stimulus packages like the American Rescue Plan Act also sent billions of dollars in aid to state and 
local government partners. As they got to work setting the state budget, lawmakers appeared to have no 
shortage of money to work with, but they continued to have widely divergent ideas on how to best spend it. 

Adding to the debate was the fact that federal stimulus dollars largely emphasized one-time spending. 
The state’s improved economic outlook also was not spread equally among Minnesota’s communities, 
particularly for Black, Indigenous and people of color, as well as lower-wage workers.

With these justifications in mind, Governor Walz and House Democrats continued to push strongly for 
new and increased tax revenue to support ongoing investments in programs and services that advance 
equity. Their proposals were met with harsh criticism from Senate Republicans, who argued that raising 
taxes would place undue burden on those already suffering from COVID-19’s economic impact and that a 
budget surplus should instead be used to provide tax cuts.  

COVID-19 Response Creates Partisan Divide
Early in the pandemic, Governor Walz declared a statewide peacetime emergency, and he used the 
authority afforded by it to issue a series of executive orders intended to coordinate the state’s response 
and protect the public’s health. His actions were initially met with bipartisan support, but as the 
pandemic dragged on, vaccines rolled out, and billions of dollars in federal aid flowed into the state, 
support from House and Senate Republicans—and some Democrats—rapidly dwindled. Republicans 
repeatedly introduced resolutions to terminate the peacetime emergency, and while their resolutions 
failed to advance in the House, they remained a prominent factor in budget negotiations.

The statewide eviction moratorium made possible by the peacetime emergency also became a focal point 
of negotiations and more and more divisive as time went on. Many Democrats and the Governor argued 
that maintaining the eviction moratorium was necessary to prevent a wave of evictions and keep people 
stably and safely housed as the pandemic continued. Republicans, on the other hand, generally viewed 
the moratorium as government overreach and pointed to the need to better support landlords who were 
struggling to maintain their properties in the face of COVID-19’s economic impact.

Catholic Charities Legislative Summary 2021 cctwincities.org

1(Continued)

CCTWINCITIES.ORG



Pressure Builds for Public Safety Reforms and Police Accountability 
As the legislative session carried into spring, and with communities still reeling from the civil unrest of 
summer 2020, all eyes were on Minnesota for the trial of former Minneapolis officer Derek Chauvin in 
the death of George Floyd. Then a Minnesota law enforcement officer shocked the world again when she 
shot and killed Daunte Wright during a traffic stop in Brooklyn Center, sparking additional protests and 
calls for police accountability.

With a renewed sense of urgency, House and Senate Democrats introduced a series of public safety 
reforms backed by community advocates and the People of Color and Indigenous (POCI) Caucus. Many 
advanced in the House but failed to be taken up in the Senate, where Republicans expressed concerns 
about “anti-police” sentiments and adding policy changes to a budget bill. The parties’ philosophical 
differences toward public safety put lawmakers at an impasse that carried through the end of session. 

Budget Negotiations go to Overtime
The divisions that existed between lawmakers on emergency powers, the eviction moratorium and public 
safety ultimately proved to be too great to bridge in a regular session. Lawmakers were forced to adjourn 
sine die, per the state constitution, on May 17 without a state budget in place. 

Passage of a balanced, two-year state budget was necessary to keep government operating beyond 
June 30, however, which prompted Governor Walz to call the legislature back for a special session on 
June 14—the date which coincided with another 30-day extension of the peacetime emergency.

As the clock ticked to a government shutdown, lawmakers continued to negotiate budget bills, largely 
out of the public’s eye. Little by little, budget agreements for the various state agencies were announced, 
and lawmakers slowly began the process of passing bills off the floor. Those that are typically less 
controversial, like agriculture and higher education, moved first, followed by transportation, environment, 
health and human services, housing and others. 

Just days before the June 30 deadline, with the threat of a government shutdown increasing, lawmakers 
started to make concessions and trades on the year’s most controversial bills: public safety and state 
government. In a whirlwind of activity, deals were struck to advance a subset of police reform measures 
and terminate the peacetime emergency, and remaining budget bills moved off the floor and to the 
Governor’s desk in time to avoid a shutdown. 

In the early morning hours of June 30, legislators in the House adjourned sine die for the second time this 
year, and those in the Senate followed two weeks later, after taking additional time to hold confirmation 
hearings for several state agency commissioners. 

With a balanced two-year budget in place, and with the peacetime emergency terminated, legislators are 
not required to return until January 2022.
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Outcomes on Catholic Charities Priorities

Catholic Charities entered 2021 intent on capitalizing on the momentum and increased recognition 
of housing as healthcare that grew throughout the course of the pandemic. We rallied partners and 
advocates from across sectors and all areas of the state to advance a policy agenda that prioritized 
racial equity and social justice through investments in emergency shelter and stable homes, while also 
advocating for programs and services necessary to protect the most vulnerable people in our state from 
the adverse impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Increase funding for the Emergency Services Program 
PASSED

The Emergency Services Program (ESP) is the state’s primary and most flexible funding source for 
emergency shelters. It can be used for operations and services like housing navigators, medical and 
mental health help, employment counseling and job placements, transportation and more. 

A significant and ongoing state investment was necessary to fill a critical gap in public funding for our 
state’s emergency shelter system. Such an investment would provide the resources needed to strengthen 
and stabilize shelter operations across Minnesota, while also giving flexibility to pursue locally driven 
solutions to the homelessness crisis. 

Catholic Charities, with support from the Minnesota Coalition for the Homeless and Homes for All, 
reintroduced a proposal from the 2019-2020 legislative session that sought to increase ESP funding 
by $7.5 million per year. The bipartisan bill was championed by Representative Mike Howard (DFL-
Bloomington) and Senator Paul Utke (Republican-Park Rapids) and strongly supported by shelter and 
housing advocates, local government, and healthcare partners throughout Minnesota.

OUTCOME: As part of the June Special Session, lawmakers invested an additional $6 million in 
ongoing, annual funding in the Emergency Services Program (ESP). This investment is on top of the 
previous ESP base appropriation of $844,000 per year. It becomes available as of July 1, 2021 and 
will help stabilize and expand emergency shelter operations statewide.

Strengthen Housing Support for residents and landlords by increasing 
monthly base rate funding 
PASSED 

Housing Support is perhaps our state’s best tool to prevent and end homelessness. More than rental assistance, 
Housing Support helps to ensure everyday essentials—like meals, laundry, a bed and linens—are provided to 
those at risk of homelessness. 

It’s a unique public-private partnership that allows providers to work directly with private market landlords across 
Minnesota to create more pathways to stable housing, and it currently serves nearly 5,000 individuals at risk of 
homelessness, with the potential to serve more in all regions of the state.

Catholic Charities, with support from the Minnesota Coalition for the Homeless and Homes for All, introduced a 
revised proposal from the 2019-2020 legislative session that would increase base rate funding by $100 per 
month for recipients living in community settings (those places where individuals have their own lease). This 
increase would help maximize Housing Support’s potential, helping providers and landlords maintain and add 
critical housing units across the state.
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Representative Kaohly Vang Her (DFL-Saint Paul) and Senator Paul Utke (Republican-Park Rapids) 
championed this legislation, which received strong bipartisan support and was backed by leaders from 
local government, healthcare, nonprofits and landlords throughout the metro and Greater Minnesota.

OUTCOME: As part of the June Special Session, lawmakers passed a $50 per month increase to the 
Housing Support base rate, effective July 1, 2022. 

Update absence policies for Housing Support tenants seeking 
healthcare treatment 
PASSED

Some tenants receiving Housing Support were unfairly burdened by Housing Support absence policies, 
which limited the amount of time an individual could be absent from their residence to no more than 18 
days at a time, regardless of cause. For a tenant requiring hospitalization for a chronic medical condition 
or illness like COVID-19, or for longer-term substance use or mental health treatment, it meant they faced 
the difficult position of choosing between their housing and their health.

Understanding that housing is healthcare, Catholic Charities worked with Representative Kaohly Vang 
Her (DFL-Saint Paul) and Senator Paul Utke (Republican-Park Rapids) to introduce legislation that would 
waive the existing 18-day absence limit for Housing Support recipients in need of healthcare treatment. 
The bill received overwhelming, bipartisan support and was backed by leaders from local government, 
healthcare, nonprofits and landlords throughout the metro and Greater Minnesota, as well as our 
partners from the Minnesota Coalition for the Homeless and Homes for All.

OUTCOME: As part of the June Special Session, lawmakers revised Housing Support absence 
policies to allow tenants to be absent up to 92 days per calendar year for the purposes of seeking 
healthcare treatment; an exception process will be created for individuals who may experience 
extraordinary circumstances requiring a longer absence.

Emergency aid for immediate COVID-19 pandemic response needs 
PASSED

Since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic, emergency shelters have worked tirelessly on the frontlines to 
continue serving individuals experiencing homelessness safely and without interruption. At the peak of the 
pandemic, the actions of Catholic Charities’ staff helped maintain a COVID-19 positive infection rate of just 
1 percent—a stunning accomplishment given the increased risk of exposure our clients and staff face.

The response has come with significant costs, as providers like Catholic Charities strive to meet 
COVID-19 protocols to prevent the spread of the virus, and as the economic impact of the pandemic 
drives more people to seek our support.

State and federal emergency aid helped shelters keep their doors open and serve those in need, but as 
the pandemic dragged into and then beyond the winter months and expenses continued to add up, those 
dollars quickly ran out or expired. 

Recognizing that the pandemic response does not end with the availability of vaccines, Catholic Charities 
and our partners advocated for an additional $10 million in one-time emergency aid to support our state’s 
emergency shelter response and avoid a looming funding cliff. 
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OUTCOME: The passage of the federal American Rescue Plan (ARP) Act early in 2021 brought more 
than $2.5 billion in aid to Minnesota, with millions more for specific grants and programs affected 
by the pandemic, including but not limited to emergency shelter, renters’ assistance and childcare. 
This influx of funding took pressure off state lawmakers to dedicate any additional state resources 
to the response. 

Catholic Charities was fortunate to benefit from this federal emergency relief, which helped provide 
additional resources needed for us to continue offering our services safely and without interruption for 
our clients throughout the pandemic. As federal guidance on ARP spending continues to be released, we 
continue to advocate for investments in emergency shelter and housing programs as a critical component 
of our state’s recovery efforts. 

Other Legislation of Significance to Catholic Charities
In addition to the legislative priorities led by Catholic Charities, our advocacy team worked closely 
with coalition partners and lawmakers to support a robust agenda that strives to achieve racial equity 
and social justice, with an emphasis on enhancing access to housing, healthcare, childcare, economic 
opportunity and stability. This year’s legislative achievements include:

Policies and programs passed by the legislature that promote housing stability, prevent 
homelessness, and recognize housing as health care:
•  $1 million per year, ongoing, for emergency shelter capital to increase capacity and improve

shelter conditions.
•  Authority for the Department of Human Services (DHS) to pursue a recuperative care health

home model with the federal Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services (CMS), paving the way
for a more sustainable funding model to support individuals experiencing homelessness and in need
of non-hospital recuperative care and services, such as those operating out of Exodus and Higher
Ground Saint Paul.

•  $100 million for Housing Infrastructure Bonds to build and preserve safe, affordable housing.
•  $200,000 to support a task force on shelter, to be led by the Minnesota Interagency Council on

Homelessness. The task force must include individuals with lived experience and is charged with
developing statewide standards to ensure safe and dignified shelter for those in need.

•  A bipartisan agreement for a phase-out of the statewide eviction moratorium, providing an
orderly timeline for landlords and tenants to transition to pre-COVID status quo. Notably, the off-
ramp includes a 15-day eviction pre-filing notice, including a requirement that landlords provide
tenants information about rental assistance. The eviction pre-filing notice is limited to the eviction
moratorium off-ramp and not a permanent policy change.

•  $20 million annually for six years for Local Homelessness Prevention Aid, to be distributed to
counties as local tax aid to support families with children who are experiencing housing instability.
This will be modeled after Homework Starts with Home and is effective July 1, 2023.

•  Changes to Minnesota’s Reverse Mortgage Law, including requiring lenders and servicers
of reverse mortgages to notify borrowers they can identify an additional person to receive
communications regarding loan defaults, with the intent of preventing homelessness and housing
instability among Minnesota seniors.
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•  $4.7 million to support state staffing and expanded activities related to Housing Stabilization
Services, including helping with transition costs associated with moving to a community setting that
are not covered by other sources, such as rent deposits, utilities setup costs, essential furnishings and
supplies, etc. Housing Stabilization is a newer Medicaid benefit designed to help people with disabilities
and seniors find and keep housing through client-centered services and supports.

•  $18 million for the Community Living Infrastructure program. This program has been instrumental
for helping counties and agencies set up Housing Support programs, and the increased funding will
have flexibility to expand activities to include direct support for individuals with housing deposits,
utility payments, costs related to expungement, etc.

•  $1 million for the Homeownership Assistance Fund to assist persons and families of low and
moderate income in the purchase of affordable residential housing (e.g., down payment and closing-
cost assistance).

•  Establishment of an Affordable Housing Tax Credit, providing $9.9 million annually for the next
six years. The Housing Tax Credit contribution fund will make grants or loans to eligible recipients for
eligible single family and multifamily affordable housing developments for persons and families with
low and moderate incomes. Taxpayers can claim a credit for contributions to the Housing Tax Credit
contribution fund or contributions designated for a specific project.

•  An update to service dog public accommodations, removing the requirement that a service dog
must have identification from a recognized school for service animals. Additional changes clarify that
a service animal does not have to wear a physical identification about its training and that it can be
determined it is an unfair and discriminatory practice for the owner of housing to deny a person with a
disability the use of a service animal, even when physical identification is not present.

Policies and programs passed by the legislature that promote the health and well-being of 
children, adults and families: 
•  Increased funding for the Childcare Assistance Program (CCAP). The CCAP rate will rise to the

40th percentile for infants and toddlers and 30th percentile for preschool and school-age children,
bringing additional resources and support to families supported by Catholic Charities’ Northside
Childhood Development Center.

•  Expanded telehealth services, including but not limited to temporarily continuing coverage of
audio-only (with the intent to study the impact of it to inform future, permanent policy changes),
removing the three visit/week enrollee limit, allowing long-term care consultation reassessments to
be provided through interactive video or phone if certain requirements are met, and expanding parity
requirements.

•  Policy changes making it easier for homeless youth to obtain birth records/ID.
•  An extension of DHS COVID waiver modifications, including but not limited to allowing

telephone or video visits for waiver programs, expanding remote home and community-based
waiver services, and providing a 60-day transition period when the peacetime emergency expires.
A waiver modifying background study requirements will remain in effect for 365 days after the
peacetime emergency ends.

•  A one-time $435 emergency cash payment to families accessing the MN Family Investment
Program (MFIP).

•  An ongoing, annual cost-of-living adjustment to MFIP.
•  Establishment of a culturally informed and culturally responsive mental health task force.
•  An increase of $2.5 million per year for school-linked mental health grants.
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•  An extension of the Governor’s Council on an Age-Friendly Minnesota and funding for “age-
friendly” community grants, with an emphasis on the structures, services and community features
necessary to support older residents.

•  An extension of postpartum coverage under Medical Assistance from 60 days to 12 months.
•  Establishment a legislative task force to review statutes related to DHS background study

eligibility and disqualifications.
•  An expansion of Medical Assistance dental coverage for periodontal disease.
•  Policy changes collectively known as the Dignity in Pregnancy and Childbirth Act, which include

mandatory training and additional research to address and better understand disparities in maternal
and infant morbidity and mortality.

Policies and programs passed by the legislature that advance social justice, end racism, and 
promote economic and community vitality: 
•  Establishment of “sign and release” warrants for certain infractions, like missing a court

appearance. This was prompted by deadly interactions with police after traffic stops, such as the
one that led to the death of Daunte Wright in Brooklyn Center, and involves asking a person to sign a
citation acknowledging the infraction before letting the person go.

•  New regulations on the use of no-knock warrants.
•  Ending driver’s license suspensions for failure to pay court fines related to a traffic violation,

failure to appear in court on a petty misdemeanor traffic violation or a driving after-suspension
charge, and convictions for driving after suspension or revocation. Prior to passage, a single unpaid
ticket could lead to a driver’s license suspension and job loss and mounting debt, with low-income
people of color disproportionately impacted.

•  Fines and fees reforms, giving judges the discretion to waive, reduce or offer a community service
alternative in lieu of the $75 State Surcharge in cases where imposing the surcharge would cause
financial hardship to the convicted person or their immediate family. (This surcharge is imposed on
every traffic and criminal violation.)

•  $5 million for walking and biking infrastructure.
•  $98.4 million in bonding for public transit.

Impact of Our Advocacy
Throughout the legislative session, Catholic Charities worked to secure media coverage on and elevate 
awareness of issues tied to ending homelessness, promoting housing stability, and advancing social justice and 
racial equity. We continued to emphasize the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic for those we serve, as well.

Engaging staff and clients as spokespeople to share their unique perspectives was instrumental to this work. 
Highlights of this year’s successes include:

•  Wendy Underwood, Vice President of Social Justice, Advocacy and Engagement, testified before 
the Senate Housing Finance and Policy Committee as part of a January 14 informational hearing on 
homelessness in Minnesota. Her testimony provided an early opportunity to showcase the important work 
happening at our emergency shelters and housing sites, set the stage for more discussion on our top 
priorities, and presented our agency as a credible resource for more information. Listen to Wendy’s remarks 
here (testimony starts at 33:26).

•  Wendy Underwood also testified before the House Housing Finance and Policy committee as part of
a January 19 informational hearing on the role of nonprofits in preventing homelessness and promoting 
housing stability. This presented another opportunity to introduce new and returning lawmakers to the 
emergency shelter and housing stability programs we operate, make early plugs for our Emergency
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Services Program (ESP) and Housing Support proposals, and share our ideas for how this committee can 
help build bridges between shelter, housing and healthcare. Listen to Wendy’s remarks here (testimony 
starts at 51:06).

•  Christine Bridgeman, Program Manager with Catholic Charities’ Higher Ground Minneapolis 
Shelter, testified from shelter in support of the Emergency Services Program (House File 315) before
a February 4 hearing of the House Human Services Finance & Policy Committee. The visual of shelter beds 
and lockers as part of her remarks provided a powerful backdrop for legislators, staff and the public 
listening to the hearing. Watch Christine’s testimony here.

•  Christine Bridgeman also submitted her comments as written testimony in support of the Emergency 
Services Program (Senate File 455) to a March 12 hearing of the Senate Human Services Reform Finance & 
Policy Committee. Read her comments here.

•  Kendall Benson, Program Manager with Catholic Charities’ Housing First program, testified in 
support of Housing Support (Senate File 319) before a February 16 hearing of the Senate Human Services 
Reform Finance & Policy Committee. Her testimony called attention to Housing Support as a unique public-
private partnership that has helped thousands of Minnesotans obtain housing stability. Watch her 
testimony here.

•  Kendall Benson later spoke to the role of Housing Support in promoting stable homes as part of the 
March 10 Homeless Day on the Hill press conference. Watch Kendall’s remarks here.

•  Alicia McNiel, Program Manager with Catholic Charities’ Housing First program, testified in 
support of Housing Support (House File 601), before a March 3 hearing of the House Human Services 
Finance & Policy Committee. Alicia’s background as a licensed alcohol and drug counselor allowed her
to speak uniquely to the challenges posed by Housing Support’s absence policies for those requiring 
healthcare treatment. Watch Alicia’s testimony here.

•  Catholic Charities advocates, staff and clients helped make up the more than 200 individuals who 
participated in the 2021 Virtual Homeless Day on the Hill.

•  Michael Goar, President & CEO of Catholic Charities, co-authored an op-ed in the St. Cloud Times 
with leaders from local government, private landlords/property management, healthcare, housing and 
nonprofits that called on lawmakers to invest in Housing Support. Their collective voice showed the broad 
support that exists for Housing Support, from Southeast Minnesota to Duluth and Central and Western 
Minnesota, and played an important part in the bill’s advancing as part of negotiations on the Health & 
Human Services omnibus bill.

•  Douglas Pyle, a former guest of Higher Ground Minneapolis shelter, was featured in a set of Star 
Tribune articles that chronicled his story moving from shelter into a Minneapolis hotel and ultimately to 
permanent housing during the COVID-19 pandemic. The first article was published May 5, 2020, and the 
second article March 13, 2021.

•  Douglas Pyle also shared his support for state investments in Housing Support, which make moves to 
stable homes like his possible, in a short video posted to Twitter. Watch his video here.

•  Through a series of five action alerts shared online and via social media, Catholic Charities advocates sent 
more than 1,200 messages to lawmakers in support of the Emergency Services Program and Housing 
Support. We added nearly 120 new advocates to our network and, with their help, reached more than 80%
of senators and more than 60% of representatives from legislative districts across all regions of the state.

•  Two Catholic Charities staff—D’Andre Gordon, Public Policy Advocate, and KaTina Cummings, 
Program Manager with the Family Housing Crisis Response team—were featured in a video series 
launched by the Minnesota Coalition for the Homeless on the importance of investing in emergency shelter 
and why our advocacy is so important.  View D’Andre’s interview here and KaTina’s interview here.

•  Lorna Schmidt, Catholic Charities’ Public Policy Manager, was interviewed by Catholic Charities 
staff for a May 24 episode of the Voice podcast on how the legislature works and how people can make 
their voices heard. Listen to the podcast here.
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Moving Forward
The 2021 legislative session brought a number of investments and policy wins for which Catholic Charities 
and partners had been advocating for years. As we celebrate these accomplishments, we are also mindful 
of the areas in which Minnesota fell short. A number of proposed tenant protection bills, such as those 
promoting eviction reforms and ensuring transparency and fair notice of upfront fees, failed to advance 
this session, as did a lengthy list of proposed public safety reforms, efforts to restore voter rights, and an 
amendment to state law that would have prohibited income discrimination in housing against individuals 
who receive public assistance.

When lawmakers reconvene in January 2022 for the second year of the legislative biennium, they will have 
the opportunity to revisit many of these policy proposals, and advocates are already planning new ways to 
push them forward.

2022 would typically be a “bonding year”—one where the focus is not on the state budget, which has 
already been set, but instead a bonding bill and policies with no budget impact. With about $1.2 billion 
of federal stimulus funds set aside for lawmakers to appropriate next year, though, we can expect 
another robust debate on one-time spending options; and as lawmakers look ahead to the 2022 elections, 
partisanship is likely to grow even more.

Catholic Charities is committed to building on this year’s momentum to drive additional investments and 
reforms that advance racial equity and social justice. Throughout the remainder of 2021, our advocacy 
team will be connecting with clients and staff at our sites to refresh our policy agenda and inform our 
outreach strategies. We will also be connecting with coalition partners, working to strengthen and expand 
our engagement with faith-based organizations, 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!

To learn more about Catholic Charities’ advocacy, please visit cctwincities.org/advocate or contact 
Lorna Schmidt, Public Policy Manager, at lorna.schmidt@cctwincities.org.
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