
We must decriminalize mental illness
by Mindy Greiling, Former DFL Representative

Some people who have read my book about our 
family’s experience with son Jim’s schizophrenia 

and substance abuse lament that it doesn’t have a 
happier ending. I am pleased to share that since 
the book ended two years ago, Jim is on a better 
medication, is sober and doing incredibly well.

One reader criticized Fix What You Can: 
Schizophrenia and a Lawmaker’s Fight for Her Son 
because Jim “avoided the worst of it” due to my 
advocacy. I agree I’m a strong advocate and am 
fortunate to have close relationships with elected 
allies, including wonderful ones who represent many of us: Rep. Alice 
Hausman, Sen. John Marty, and Ramsey County Commissioner Mary 
Jo McGuire. I also have white privilege.

Even so, three years ago, Jim ended up in District Court charged with 
a felony, after our mental health system failed him and he was turned 
down for diversion to Mental Health Court. His defense attorney told 
us most of her clients needed mental health or drug court. What does 
this say about our mental health system?

A National Alliance on Mental Illness (NAMI) priority is 
decriminalizing mental illness. It is my priority, too. 

Jim ended up with a gross misdemeanor on his record and it dogs him 
when he applies for a job. It’s hard to explain that when he was high, 
psychotic, and spurred on by a person who exploited his vulnerability, 
he thought burglarizing his parents’ home for drug money wasn’t a 
real crime.

Criminalizing mental illness is also a question of equity. According to 
NAMI, African Americans and Hispanic Americans use mental health 
service at one-half the rate of Caucasians, and Asian Americans at one-
third the rate. This surely contributes to the disproportionate number 
of people of color who are caught in the criminal justice system.

Instead of providing needed interventions to people with serious 
mental illness, we let them become so sick that many commit crimes. 
One in two Americans with serious mental illness will be arrested 
at some point in their lives. According to NAMI, 26 percent of state 
prison inmates in the United States have a recent history of a mental 
health condition. The percentage is higher in jails.
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The criminal justice system has become our de facto mental health system. Even if inmates receive mental health 
care in jail and prisons, those are anything but therapeutic places for sick and vulnerable people. The past abuses 
of the state hospital system are too often replicated there. The war on drugs and mandatory sentencing instead of 
diversion courts have contributed. About 80 percent of people with mental illness in the criminal justice system have 
a substance use disorder in addition to the mental illness.

Some advocates would rather work upstream on prevention and early intervention, saying it’s too late if we focus on 
jails, courts, and prisons. I believe we must do both. We can’t ignore the people with mental illness who are in the 
judiciary system, often the sickest people, who missed early intervention. Many people with schizophrenia or serious 
cases of bipolar disorder have anosognosia, the inability to know they are ill. They don’t seek or accept care, due to 
their brain dysfunction, and if they aren’t voluntary, their families are powerless to help. I wrote a book on how hard 
the Greiling family tried.

I thank Sen. Marty and Rep. Hausman for introducing legislation that would provide funding and improvements for 
treatment courts and improve mental health services in regular courts. 

I’m thankful that Ramsey County is the first to begin implementing a new state law calling for more active crisis 
engagement with people who are spiraling down, even if they are initially unwilling, before they end up in the 
criminal justice system. Commissioner McGuire is enthusiastic about the effort, and, as president of NAMI Ramsey 
County and a member of the Ramsey County Adult Mental Health Advisory Council, I am well positioned to interact 
with the entire board. I’m pleased that, in addition to voluntary engagement, they are working on more truly 
affordable housing, also disproportionately needed by people with mental illness and substance disorders.

Not only is it morally wrong to treat people with mental illness like criminals, it is financially unwise as well. NAMI 
says serious mental illness cost the United States $193.2 billion in lost earnings per year. Because he couldn’t get into 
Mental Health Court where he would have left with a spotless record, Jim is contributing to that number.

We must do better.

(Continued on next page)
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We made progress despite tumultuous circumstances
by Rep. Athena Hollins (66B)

VIEW FROM THE CAPITOL

It was just before 2:00 a.m. on the morning of July 1 when we adjourned the 
Minnesota House. Right under the wire, we avoided shutting down the government, 
and finalized our budgets and came to an agreement on budget bills. It was a long 
and tumultuous end to the session, but the few weeks overtime were well worth the 
outcome! We were able to deliver strong budget bills to ensure that Minnesotans have 
access to resources they need and an improved quality of life. Our budget invests 
in the people, and it aims to improve and recover the conditions caused by the 
COVID-19 pandemic.

Of course, it was not all rainbows and sunshine. Opposition from the Senate 
Republicans made many of our bills on law enforcement accountability impossible to realize. Similarly, about half of 
our climate and energy provisions were rejected for being too progressive. These were both difficult pills to swallow; 
however, I recognize that many policies that we now consider common sense (like wearing seat belts or outlawing 
domestic violence) took years of constant pressure before being passed. So, we will continue to push on these critical 
issues, and I know that we will eventually succeed. 

I am extremely proud of many of my bills being signed into law, and I know that they will have tremendous impact 
on all Minnesotans. Some of these bills include:

•	 Making it easier for family members to become foster parents;

•	 Eliminating the statute of limitations for sex crimes;

•	 Funding a feasibility study of Cassy’s law, which would allow 
neuropsychological examination at pre-sentencing; and

•	 Regulating the use of no-knock warrants.

While I am honored and excited about the work that were able to get done, I certainly recognize that there is so 
much more to do. With that in mind, I would ask that you, as politically engaged residents, remain in close contact 
with all your elected officials. We need your input, your concerns, and your passion to help us advocate for change 
and address the many issues that we face as a city and state. I look forward to reading your emails, scheduling virtual 
meetings, and even grabbing coffee with you while the weather is good!
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These are examples of harm caused by Minnesota Senate Republicans
by Sen. John Marty

After the conclusion of the 2021 legislative session and a lengthy first special session, 
I want to highlight two illustrations (out of hundreds) of the harm from both the 
priorities and the style of governing of Minnesota Senate Republicans.  These are just 
two of the reasons we need a DFL majority in the Senate: 

1.  Rejecting federal food assistance; refusing to help hungry people
One would expect bipartisan support for maximizing the federal funds available to 
Minnesota during the past year, and for the most part, there was. However, when some 
of those federal funds would allow more low-income working families qualify for SNAP 
food assistance, Senate Republicans voted unanimously against it. 

In the Health and Human Services bill, I backed an amendment to expand eligibility 
for food assistance up to 200 percent of the federal poverty line, instead of the current 

165 percent. Because the federal government was providing all the funding, the only cost to the state to get as much 
as $40 million per year for hungry families, would be about $14,000 for reprogramming and administration.  

This funding would make a real difference to people. We heard from a couple in their mid-70s who had retired ten 
years ago, assuming their 401k and social security would be sufficient to make ends meet. Unfortunately, they now 
find that they cannot afford groceries and often lack sufficient food. They would have qualified for the expanded 
benefits if the Republicans had not blocked its passage. For a two-person household, these federal funds would 
expand coverage for people with a total income between about $28,740 and $34,840 per year.

Those that the Senate Republicans refused to help include low-income retirees and working people who are 
struggling to put food on the table. Here is a clip of my speech in support of accepting these federal funds to help 
low-income families:  https://youtube/2uk422MM9s8?t=2294 

As one of the wealthiest states, in the wealthiest country, there is no reason to have hungry people in Minnesota.

2.  Managing Governor Walz’s Emergency Executive Orders 
Since the beginning of the pandemic the President and the Governors of all fifty states used emergency executive 
orders to address the rapidly spreading COVID-19 crisis. Gov. Walz used that authority—which is given to him 
under Minnesota law—to help hospitals and medical providers get the personal protective equipment needed, 
to quarantine people at home, to temporarily exempt businesses, government, nonprofits, and individuals from 
requirements (such as the need to renew licenses) that would be impossible to comply with during the pandemic, 
requiring non-essential businesses to temporarily close or restrict hours and customers, and ordering people to stay 
at home except for essential activities. 

Over the past year and a half, there have been repeated attacks on Gov. Walz for using those powers to reduce 
the transmission of COVID-19 in Minnesota. Although any of us might have made different choices among the 
thousands of decisions than Gov. Walz made, I appreciate the thoughtful approach the Governor took, in what was 
clearly a “no-win” situation. Walz’s steady, analytical decision-making followed the growing understanding scientists 
had of COVID-19. His actions produced life-saving results—Minnesota had fewer deaths per capita than any of our 
surrounding states despite that fact that Minnesota has a metro area far more than twice as large of any other metro 
area in those states (large metro areas, with higher population density, lead to greater risk of transmission.)

Most of the attacks on Gov. Walz were harsh and politically motivated. He was accused of being a “dictator,” despite 
the reality that all fifty governors had declared emergencies and were using executive orders, and despite his 
outreach to the legislature to work with him on addressing these issues. 

(Continued on next page)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2uk422MM9s8&t=2294s
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(Continued on next page)

Many of us have concerns about the potential overuse of executive orders and I would have been happy and willing 
to limit them if the legislature would have stepped in with an alternative. However, when my Republican colleagues 
repeatedly voted to end the governor’s emergency authority before the COVID-19 pandemic was over, not only 
were they unwilling to take legislative action—to address social distancing, set guidelines for school openings and 
closings, or provide an off-ramp to avoid massive homelessness as the eviction moratorium ended—they refused 
even to hold hearings to discuss those issues. 

Last summer, before the Governor established a mask mandate, I had proposed legislation on the issue, believing 
it is appropriate for the legislature to debate the issue and figure out what the most beneficial requirements might 
be. However, the Senate majority did not give the bill a hearing and refused to consider the issue. The Senate 
Republicans preferred to have the Governor address it, giving them a chance to criticize him for “unilaterally” 
imposing the restrictions. 

After the 9/11/01 attacks on the World Trade Center, Americans pulled together in a united effort to respond and 
to help each other. Unfortunately, when the nation faced the COVID-19 crisis, some politicians and pundits used 
the crisis to divide the public. Wearing masks, keeping social distancing, and getting vaccinations, should never be 
politicized—they are actions, often involving sacrifices that we should be willing to take, to protect one another. 

Fortunately, I am pleased that the final budget negotiations produced an off-ramp to end the emergency this 
summer and help the state move forward as we continue to address the ongoing risks from the pandemic.

Thanks for all your help and support during these challenging times.
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RAMSEY COUNTY NEWS

Although Minnesota’s divided government has made it hard for local governments and 
advocates to achieve consensus on any of the issues facing our communities, I want to 
highlight one area this month where we managed to forge agreement across parties 
and regions. As Ramsey County’s representative to the Great River Rail Commission, 
I have been a determined advocate for expansion of daily Amtrak service between the 
Twin Cities and Chicago, in particular by adding a second daily round trip. I am proud 
to report that the legislature appropriated Minnesota’s $10 million match this year to 
enable this increased service, matching tens of millions of dollars already committed by 
the federal government and by the states of Wisconsin and Illinois.

As the effects of climate change become increasingly apparent in our state and 
worldwide, it is more important than ever that we look for ways to reduce our carbon 
footprint in ways small and large. Our studies showed that Amtrak’s service between the 
Twin Cities and Chicago could be competitive with air and private vehicle travel, and would have a significantly 
lower carbon footprint for each passenger riding. A second daily round trip train will make the service much more 
usable for these trips because it will be timed to the needs of people traveling on that corridor and not to the needs 
of Amtrak’s Empire Builder service, which traverses the northern half of the country and is often delayed by freight 
traffic in North Dakota and Montana.

In addition to increased passenger service, the $10 million allocated by the Minnesota Legislature will enable track 
improvements along the route that will also significantly speed up freight rail operations, in particular at a notorious 
bottleneck crossing the Mississippi River near La Crosse, where trains were restricted to a mere 10 mph. This win-win 
approach to rail investment convinced legislative leaders in both parties not to leave money on the table and to find 
a way to yes, and that’s exactly the work I want to continue to move forward as your commissioner.

We have so many other exciting things happening right now in Ramsey County, and I am so grateful every day for 
the opportunity to serve you and my community.

Sending a second train for a lower-carbon future 
by Commissioner Trista MatasCastillo
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The signs of climate change are all around us—drought, record-high temperatures, 
melting sea ice, storms, fires, and smokey skies.  Experts say transportation is America’s 
number one source of climate pollution.  Electric cars, trucks, buses, trains, water vessels, 
aircraft, and spacecraft offer one solution by cutting climate pollution and reducing soot 
and smog.

Using electric motors or traction motors for propulsion, electric vehicles (EVs) will likely 
replace the modern internal-combustion engines that have dominated the motor-vehicle 
market for almost 100 years.  One local mark of this transition to EVs is Minnesota’s 
adoption of clean-car standards.

Clean-car standards in Minnesota
Announced last week, the standards are intended to reduce greenhouse-gas emissions and increase EV options 
for consumers.  The rules, which take effect in January 2024, were championed by Gov. Walz and former MPCA 
Commissioner Laura Bishop, who said, “the size and scope of the climate crisis requires bold action from state 
government.”

The standards are modeled on California’s stricter standards for tailpipe admissions, which have been adopted by 
13 other states.  Minnesota’s rules also require automakers to get more 2025 zero-emission vehicles—including EV s, 
plug-in hybrids, and hydrogen-fueled vehicles—onto sales lots. 

EV history
The first electric motor was made by Hungarian priest Ányos Jedlik in 1827 and used to power a tiny car the next 
year.  By the early 1900s EVs were mass produced, but lost out on the market due to many factors.  These include 
limitations of batteries, lack of an electric gear system, fear of electricity, Ford’s cheap assembly lines and the 
invention of the electric starter and muffler for gasoline-powered vehicles, affordable gasoline, competition from 
Stanley Steamer, and the greater range desired as road improvements were made. 

Electric vehicles can curb carbon emissions
by Gwen Willems

CONSERVATION CORNER

President Woodrow Wilson, who served 1913-1921, is 
shown here with his wife enjoying a ride in their electric 

vehicle.  They were fond of Milburn Electrics, which 
covered 60-70 miles per charge.

(Continued on next page)



Page 8August 2021

(Continued on next page)

Increasing public awareness and structural incentives in the last decade and the future are expected to continue 
to greatly increase the EV market.  EV sales had a global market share of 2 percent in 2016, which is expected to 
increase to 30 percent or more by 2030.  If predictions are accurate, we’ll see a significant decrease in pollution.  
The strongest EV markets are developed economies in North America, Europe, and China.  EVs have numerous 
advantages and disadvantages.  Here are a few:

The advantages of EVs
• EVs are better for the environment

Gasoline- and diesel-powered cars are major contributors to the buildup of greenhouse gasses, which stay in the 
earth’s atmosphere.  EVs can help reduce gas emissions and improve air quality, making the planet healthier 
and reducing our carbon footprint.

• Many electric cars are manufactured using recyclable materials
Many of the newest models have interior parts made from recyclable materials, such as the seats, door trim 
panels, and dash.  The batteries used to power electric cars can also be recycled or used elsewhere since they 
still have approximately 70-80 percent of their original energy capacity.

• Electricity is less expensive than gas
The average American pays about 15 cents a mile to drive a gasoline-powered vehicle.  In comparison, many 
electric cars run on 5 cents a mile because electricity is largely less expensive than gasoline.  If people charge 
their cars in their garages, installing a few solar panels can cut the recharging price and save on powering 
homes.

• EVs require less maintenance at a lower cost
As we know, gasoline-powered cars need a lot of maintenance.  Electric cars don’t require oil changes and other 
maintenance tasks associated with a gasoline engine. Also, the brakes on electric vehicles tend to last longer.

• Electric cars are quieter
Electric motors are nearly silent in nature.  These cars can be so quiet that some United States legislators have 
suggested that EVs have noise-making devices installed to ensure pedestrians know that a car is near them.

• EVs have potential for tax credits
Federal tax credits are available as incentives to cut down on environmental impact by those choosing a car 
that creates zero emissions.  The credit varies based on the make and model of the car, but can be as much as 
$7,500.

The disadvantages of EVs
• Electric cars have indirect pollution

Most electricity used to power EVs is generated from nonrenewable energy sources that can have a negative 
impact on both our health and the environment. 

• Fueling stations are needed
Adequate numbers of fueling stations will need to be built and available for free or reasonable costs.

• Charging can take a lot of time
Filling up our tanks with gas takes only a few minutes, but an EV takes much longer to recharge, and the time 
investment and necessary planning can be off-putting.  Most electric-car batteries recharge in 4 to 12 hours.  
However, there are some kits that can cut down on charging time.

• Some EVs have short ranges
Although constantly improving, EV driving range is still something that needs to be considered.  Once a car is 
fully charged, many electric models can drive only 60 to 100 miles.  However, some models offer somewhere 
between 200 and 300 miles after a full charge.
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(Continued on next page)

• The initial investment is steep
EVs are currently more expensive than gas-fueled vehicles.  Prices for electric cars range from about $30,000 
to $40,000 for lower-end models, up to $80,000 or more for luxury options.  The good news is the price to 
produce electric cars continues to drop.

• Charging stations aren’t available everywhere
Currently charging stations are numerous in urban areas.  However, there are fewer in rural and suburban 
areas.  Charging station maps are available, including MnDOT’s EV dashboard that shows the distribution of 
plug-in EVs and charging stations throughout the state of Minnesota.

• There are fewer car choices
Although there are now more electric cars on the market than ever before, there are fewer ways to customize 
and choose the aesthetics of EVs compared to traditional cars. 

These pros and cons of EVs make adoption of them a complicated picture.  Watch for a follow-up article on 
additional EV topics, such as types of vehicles, best models, charging stations, and job creation.

Gwen Willems is cochair of the Capitol Region Watershed District Community Advisory Committee. 

http://www.dot.state.mn.us/sustainability/electric-vehicle-dashboard.html#:~:text=Electric%20Vehicle%20Dashboard%20This%20dashboard%20shows%20the%20distribution,vehicle%20type%2C%20vehicle%20make%2C%20and%20charging%20station%20category.


After a dark year and a half, Minnesota has begun to turn the corner on the pandemic. 
With vaccinations freely available to adults and adolescents (please get yours if you haven’t 
already!), we are looking at meeting in person again in the fall. We understand that SD66 
DFLers have different risk factors and comfort levels with regard to returning to “normal.” 
At our August meeting, we will discuss what the future looks like for central committee 
meetings, such as hybridizing our meetings to allow people to attend in-person as well as 
online. We will also look at moving central committee meetings to meet quarterly and rely 
more on subcommittees to do work between business meetings. Please check our calendar 
for the most up-to-date meeting dates, times, and locations. In the meantime, we are going 
to host some smaller-scale happy hours to get the band back together, as it were. I hope to 
be able to meet some of you in-person for the first time and answer any questions you have 
about the district. We’ll be rotating through Roseville, Falcon Heights, and St. Paul over the 
coming months. Again, please check our calendar on our website for those: sd66-dfl.org

The donut booth at the Minnesota State Fair has long been a vital part of our fundraising, and 2021 is no exception. 
We are still looking for volunteers to help us staff the donut booth. By spending a few hours scooping or wrangling 
mini-donuts, you can financially support Senate District 66 and promote progressive values throughout Minnesota. 
For those of you more experienced donut boothers, we are looking for shift leads and cashiers. The donut booth is a 
great way meet fellow DFLers, see the fair (you get a free ticket for the day of your shift), and sell those yummy mini-
donuts. The following dates and times are available:

Friday August 27 – All 3 shifts

Monday August 30 – 2nd shift only

Thursday September 2 – All 3 shifts

Shift 1 – 7:30 a.m. to 1:30 p.m.

Shift 2 – 1:00 p.m. to 6:30 p.m.

Shift 3 – 6:00 p.m. to 11:30 p.m.

To volunteer, please call or email Linda Zelig, (612) 747-7244 or lmzelig@comcast.net, with your preferred shift. We 
will ask you for a few more pieces of contact information to ensure that you’re able to get your free state fair ticket 
ahead of your shift.

Finally, we are keeping an eye on the Minnesota State DFL’s plans for how senate district party units will be affected 
by the redistricting happening in 2022. After the next State Central Committee meeting in August, we will have 
more to report on that.

Keep cool and carry on.
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DFL UPDATES

SD66 DFL leadership report
by SD66 DFL Chair Ryan Lee

http://sd66-dfl.org/calendar
http://sd66-dfl.org/
mailto:lmzelig@comcast.net
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The Senate District 66 DFL Newsletter is published four times a year to inform and educate all interested parties 
in the activities and issues of SD66 DFLers including elected officials and endorsed candidates. Please contact 
the editor if you are interested in joining the newsletter committee or submitting an article for publication.

Newsletter committee
Editor: Gwen Willems (651) 646-8854

Designer: Edwin Beylerian
Committee Members: Judy Berglund, Katrina Lee, 

Ryan Lee, Charlie Quick, Gwen Willems

CALENDAR

Elected officials
Sen. John Marty 
(651) 296-5645 
jmarty@senate.mn
Rep. Alice Hausman 
(651) 296-3824 
rep.alice.hausman@house.mn
Rep. Athena Hollins 
(651) 296-4224 
rep.athena.hollins@house.mn
County Commissioner 
Mary Jo McGuire - Dist. 2 
(651) 266-8356 
maryjo.mcguire@co.ramsey.mn.us
 

County Commissioner 
Trista MatasCastillo - Dist. 3 
(651) 266-8360 
trista.matascastillo@co.ramsey.mn.us

DFL contacts
City of Roseville DFL 
Lauren Peterson, Chair 
lrpeterson8@gmail.com

Senate District 66 DFL 
Ryan Lee, Chair 
(507) 298-0455 
chair66@dfl-sd66.org

 

City of St. Paul DFL 
Libby Kantner, Chair 
(612) 860-7823 
libbykantner28@gmail.com
Ramsey County DFL 
Michael Bearfoot, Chair 
(573) 612-1337 
ecogeek@gmail.com

4th District DFL 
Jen Guertin, Chair 
(651) 747-5651 
jenguertin919@gmail.com

Minnesota State DFL 
Ken Martin, Chair 
(651) 293-1200 
chair@dfl.org

Visit our website at   http://sd66-dfl.org/  for calendar updates.

Tuesday, August 3, 7:00-8:30 p.m. 
Roseville DFL Central Committee Meeting

Thursday, August 12, 6:30-8:30 p.m. 
SD66 DFL Happy Hour

Tuesday, September 7, 7:00-8:30 p.m. 
Roseville DFL Central Committee Meeting

Thursday, September 16, 6:30-8:30 p.m. 
SD66 DFL Happy Hour

Tuesday, October 5, 7:00-8:30 p.m. 
Roseville DFL Central Committee Meeting

Monday, November 1 
16:30-7:15 p.m. - SD66 Outreach Committee Meeting 
7:15-8:00 p.m. - SD66 Caucus Committee Meeting 
8:00-8:45 p.m. - SD66 Forum Committee Meeting

Tuesday, November 2, 7:00-8:30 p.m. 
Roseville DFL Central Committee Meeting

SD66 DFL and Roseville DFL are continuing to hold their meetings remotely until further notice. Zoom links and 
instructions will be posted at sd66-dfl.org prior to the meeting dates.
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