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Senator Dan Sparks 2019 Legislative Report

Dear Friends and Neighbors,

The 2019 legislative session ended on May 
20 after five-and-a-half months of public 
hearings, committee discussion, and floor 
debate, followed by a one-day special 
session on May 24. Our biggest task was 
to pass a two-year budget for Minnesota. 
With one of the only divided governments 
in the country, and starting with distant 
negotiating positions, it was not an easy 
process. However, I am proud we were able 
to come together in a bipartisan manner to 
enact a robust budget that puts the shared 
values and priorities of Minnesotans first.

While neither side got everything it wanted, 
the budget we created will improve the 
lives of Minnesotans. It makes worthwhile 
investments in education, health care, 
agriculture, and public safety. We 
successfully found a way to do this without 
increasing taxes, and were even able to cut 
taxes in some places.

Aside from the budget, the Legislature also 
passed bills to fight the opioid epidemic, 
elder abuse, and distracted driving. There 
have been far too many tragedies related to 
each of these issues, and I am pleased that 
we are taking action on them.

I am truly honored to represent the 
citizens of Senate District 27 in St. Paul. I 
encourage you to visit or contact my office 
about the issues that matter to you, or if you 
need help with a state agency.

Sincerely,

Austin Fire Pension
The Austin Fire pension fund receives secured funding as part 
of the Pension bill. The City of Austin is permitted to allocate a 
portion of fire state aid to pay employer contributions on behalf 
of firefighters covered by the Public Employee Retirement 
Association Police & Fire Plan, rather than pay the full amount to 
the Volunteer Fire Relief Association (VFRA) as required under 
current statute. 

BUDGET
Governor Walz signed 13 bills into law which comprise 
Minnesota’s budget for the next two years. The budget makes 
strong investments in education, provides assistance to struggling 
farmers, caps tuition increases for college students, and ensures 
our elections systems are secure, among other key items. It does 
not include any general tax increases. The original bills passed 
by the House and Senate respectively contained a number of 
controversial policy provisions, but these were removed from the 
bills in order to reach a compromise agreement.

Sen. Sparks testifying to the Pension Commission in support of 
Austin’s firefighters.



Rural Broadband
Access to reliable, high-speed internet is crucial to the 
modern economy. Rural communities need high-speed 
internet for our schools and businesses to compete on a 
level playing field with those in the metro. Accordingly, the 
Governor and House proposed $70 million in the biennium 
for Border-to-Border Broadband Grants. The Senate pro-
posed $30 million. Ultimately, the final budget agreement 
included $40 million for broadband expansion.

Disaster Recovery Loan Program
Language signed into law expands what qualifies as a 
disaster for the Disaster Recovery Loan Program under the 
purview of the Rural Finance Authority. This expansion is 
designed to help alleviate dairy farmers’ problems, which 
have been compounded with snowfall being responsible 
for collapsing barns and limiting the transportation of milk 
across the state.

Shell Rock River Watershed District
This year’s Legacy bill includes approximately $2 million 
for the Shell Rock Water Restoration Program to acquire 
lands in fee, and to restore and enhance aquatic habitat in 
the Shell Rock River Watershed District. 

Taxes
Tax conformity with 2017 federal changes will make 
filing easier, and increases in Local Government 
Aid (LGA) and County Program Aid (CPA) will 
help stabilize local property taxes. Middle-income 
families will see a tax cut, the Working Family Credit 
is expanded, and Social Security recipients will be 
able to subtract more from their taxes. For individuals, 
the standard deduction is doubled. Several changes 
were also made to agricultural homestead and estate 
tax rules, making it easier for farm families to pass on 
their land to future generations.

Local Government Aid/
County Program Aid

State aid to local governments is critical to helping cities 
and counties provide essential services, such as public 
safety, without having to rely entirely on local property 
taxpayers to fund those community necessities. The final 
tax bill included a $26 million increase in both accounts 
in 2020 and $30 million thereafter to bring both LGA 
and CPA back to 2002 levels, when major aid cuts – and 
property tax increases – began. In general, every dollar of 
LGA delivered to a city results in a 50-cent levy reduction, 
so a $30 million bill could reduce property tax levies by 
$15 million across the state.

Farmer Mental Health
Minnesota’s farmers are feeling the pinch of the struggling 
agricultural economy, both financially and emotionally. 
It is essential that we have resources available for our 
farmers to reach out and get assistance in any mental health 
emergency. We are adding $274,000 in funding for mental 
health counseling, as well as another $100,000 for a 24/7 
farmer mental health hotline and outreach. A number of 
proposals, including one from Sen. Sparks, served as the 
foundation for these new investments.

Sen. Sparks with educators from the Albert Lea, Austin, 
Glenville-Emmons, Hayfield, and Southland School Districts.


