
 

TO:    Members of the Minnesota Legislature 
 
FROM:  Bruce Nelson, Chief Executive Officer, ARRM 
 
November 16, 2015 
 
ARRM’s letter to the Legislature regarding the Star Tribune’s A Matter of Dignity series 
 
The Star Tribune’s recent series, A Matter of Dignity, underscored the ongoing mission and movement to 
which many of us have dedicated our careers and lives over the past many years: Assuring choice of 
services, employment and homes that offer the greatest possible independence for citizens living with a 
disability or mental illness. 
 
At the same time, the series undervalued much of what has been accomplished and underestimated what it 
takes to accomplish the complex array of steps toward independence and choice.  
 
Underscored the mission 
 
The series sharpened our shared commitment to assure that every Minnesotan with a disability or mental 
illness has the choices, resources and opportunities to live and work as independently as possible – wherever 
she or he wishes.  Moreover it broadened everyone’s understanding of – and hopefully support for – 
providing fellow citizens with the services and support they need and want. 
 
Undervalued what has been accomplished 
 
In 1989 the Legislature adopted a ten-year plan to move thousands of people with developmental disabilities 
from state institutions into communities across the state. By 1999 all had moved into small, typically four-
person, group homes that continue to fit into the fabric of neighborhoods in every corner of the state.  
 
While a massive effort, those moves were relatively easy as people with similar conditions and interests 
could find homes that matched these characteristics.  The mission now, to redesign systems to meet 
individual’s needs and wants, is enormously complicated.  As legislators, you should be proud of the 
changes you directed and are evolving every day to allow an increasing array of options and system 
flexibility so that the mission underscored in the series is becoming a reality.  
 



Among the many steps forward since the final individual was liberated from large state institutions: 
 
• Since 2012 regulations have dramatically changed from bureaucratic one-size-fits-all to providing 

services around individual quality of life outcomes important to each person. New Minnesota Statute 
245D opened the door to creating person-centered services, allowing individuals to design the very life 
and supports they need and want.  

 
• The Legislature adopted an ARRM proposal in 2012 that unlocked restrictions on housing money so that 

people could move out of group homes and get into their own homes, apartments or leases. 
 
• The state adopted an entirely new way of setting rates in waiver services with a key principle that the 

money is the person’s and is portable across the state.  We’re now in the middle of a six-year rollout that 
entails many annual adjustments to make sure people get the services they need, the expenditures are 
targeted and accountable and the community of service providers isn’t destabilized.  

 
• The Legislature adopted an ARRM proposal that broadened the use of cost effective monitoring 

technology so people can live more independently without 24 hour on-site staff. 
 
• Many (but not yet enough) people utilize Consumer Directed Community Supports (CDCS) that allow 

people to spend their waiver money on what’s important to them. 
 
Underestimated the complexity of making changes we all work for 
 
We are all on the same mission:  A mission that is increasingly complex as each individual’s needs are 
addressed and a mission that must adhere to rigorous accountability in how dollars are spent and people’s 
rights are respected.  These are some of the challenges that are being addressed every day: 
 
Affordable housing – especially accessible homes and apartments – is at a premium for Minnesotans of all 
abilities.  We do have a rich blend of state, regional and local government and non-profit programs that need 
to be coordinated while relationships with landlords need to be cultivated. People receiving services need to 
become more knowledgeable of their rights and how to assert them.  
 
A matter of dignity includes the dignity of risk.  We all assume various risks in our daily travels through 
life.  Safety is an integral part of Minnesota’s Vulnerable Adult Act, which protects people receiving 
services.  We are making great progress in opening doors to living one’s own life, but the floodgates won’t 
open until liability is better defined.   
 
We must balance the rights and wishes of all individuals.  When, for example, one person chooses to 
move out of a group home, her or his housemates are affected and so are costs to the state and the stability of 
the service provider.  Will the vacancy remain open?  Will a new housemate be compatible? Will the home 
have to close, forcing people to make unwanted moves?   
 
The many ongoing and next steps are complicated and thus must be thoughtfully implemented.  Thoughtful, 
however, does not mean unnecessarily slow.  Thus, the resounding positive of the Star Tribune series turned 
up the heat and broadened the support for all of us passionately engaged in assuring civil rights for all 
Minnesotans – no matter the nature of their abilities, disabilities or mental illness. 



 
A critical key:  Workforce 
 
The changes we all want and work for come back to one stark reality: a shrinking and underpaid 
workforce.  People with disabilities are living longer, costs are rising, caseloads are growing and Minnesota 
providers are struggling to recruit and retain highly professional caregivers. It is not an exaggeration to call 
the current situation a workforce crisis. 

The workforce crisis has arrived at a time when the State of Minnesota, through its Olmstead plan, is 
ensuring that people with disabilities receive person-centered services integrated in the community in the 
least restrictive chosen by each individual. Implementing the Olmstead plan will require a stable, consistent 
and highly professional workforce. 

If we value essential services that support people with disabilities where they choose to live and work, we 
must meet the challenge of increasing wages and benefits for their caregivers –the direct support 
professionals. I hope the legislature will fund a rate increase for Home & Community-Based Services this 
session to support a sustainable workforce and promote choice and inclusion for people with disabilities.  

Please consider ARRM a partner and a resource on disability issues. Feel free to contact me directly at 
bnelson@arrm.org or 651-291-1086 x1 for additional information or to set up a visit to at one of the 
hundreds of places where people live or work.  
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