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Historic agreement reached on Minnesota drug sentencing 
reform 

Law enforcement, criminal defense attorneys propose new laws for drug crimes 
 
Saint Paul—In an historic agreement announced today, the Minnesota County Attorneys 
Association (MCAA), Minnesota State Public Defender’s Office, Minnesota Association of 
Criminal Defense Lawyers, U.S. Justice Action Network, Minnesota Chiefs of Police 
Association, Minnesota Sheriffs Association and the Minnesota Police and Peace Officers 
Association have united behind a proposal to reform Minnesota’s drug sentencing laws and 
improve public safety. 
 
Minnesota’s current drug sentencing laws fail to appropriately distinguish between 
nonviolent drug offenders motivated by addiction and dangerous offenders motivated by 
greed, and this failure has resulted in inconsistent sentencing practices across the state.   
 
This proposal goes beyond the 2016 recommendations of the Minnesota Sentencing 
Guidelines Commission by reducing sentences for low-level, non-violent drug offenders, 
while continuing to hold the most serious, violent drug dealers accountable for their crimes. 
If the Minnesota legislature does not act to reform drug sentencing laws this session, the 
Commission’s recommendations will go into effect on August 1st.  
 
“Reaching agreement with our law enforcement partners and defense interests on critical 
drug reform measures was our Association's top legislative priority this session,” said Mark 
Ostrem, MCAA President. “As Ramsey County Attorney John Choi and Dakota County 
Attorney James Backstrom reinforced this morning, we plan to keep our sleeves rolled up to 
ensure it passes this session.” 
 
“Our top priority in moving drug sentencing reform forward was to ensure the public’s 
safety in our state by sending a message to the people who are choosing to sell drugs in our 
community: no deals for drug dealers,” said Chief Jeff Potts, Bloomington Police Chief. 
“This legislation accomplishes that mission while advancing common sense reforms to help 
those who are suffering from drug addiction.”  
 
Recent polling has shown strong, bipartisan, support for drug sentencing reform—fully 79% 
of likely voters in Minnesota have said they support comprehensive criminal justice reform. 
Minnesotans agree that there are too many people in prison, and we should be focused not 



on punishing drug addicts and the mentally ill, but on locking up hardened, violent 
criminals who sell drugs. 
 
“There are too many people in Minnesota’s prisons who are in desperate need of drug 
treatment,” said Bill Ward, State Public Defender for Minnesota. “This proposal will help 
people who are addicted to drugs get the help they need, instead of long prison sentences.” 
 
The proposal set forth by Minnesota’s law enforcement and criminal defense associations 
guarantees that the most dangerous drug dealers will go to prison for a significant amount 
of time—there are no breaks for serious criminals. The proposal also allows more flexibility 
in sentencing and less prison time for low-level, nonviolent drug offenders who primarily 
need treatment to help fight addiction. 
“Greater Minnesota is not immune to the devastation that drugs inflict on individuals and 
on our local communities,” said Cass County Attorney Chris Strandlie. “This agreement 
holds the drug dealers who are driving this problem accountable while allowing for 
treatment options for those who suffer from addiction.”  
 
Key provisions of the revised proposal include: 
 

• Protects public safety by strengthening sentences for the most serious drug offenders in our 
state. It strikes an appropriate balance in our drug sentencing structure by guaranteeing that 
the most dangerous drug dealers will go to prison for a significant amount of time — there will 
be no breaks for serious criminals. 
 

• Provides more flexibility in sentencing and less prison time for lower-level, non-violent drug 
offenders, allowing these chemically addicted individuals the opportunity to obtain the 
treatment they need to overcome their addictions.  Many of these offenders would become 
eligible for drug court programs.   
 

• Secures savings of prison beds for low-level, non-violent drug offenders to help address the 
serious overcrowding in our system and allow more resources to be directed to much-needed 
community programs aimed at prevention and treatment of chemical addiction, including the 
funding of drug courts.  
 

• Eliminates mandatory minimum sentences for lower level, non-violent offenders based on 
prior 3rd, 4th, and 5th degree drug convictions. [Prior 1st and 2nd degree convictions within 10 
years would still trigger the mandatory minimum for a subsequent conviction of a 1st and 2nd 
degree drug crime of 48 months for a 1st degree conviction and 36 months for a 2nd degree 
conviction (which is the same as in current law)]. 
 

• Reduces severity of penalties for first time low-level drug possessors of a “small amount” of 
controlled substances from a felony to a gross misdemeanor. A second or subsequent 5th degree 
controlled substance possession crime would be a felony. For purposes of this provision, “small 
amount” will be defined as possession or sale of less than .25 grams of any controlled substance 
other than heroin; less than .05 gram for heroin; and 1 dosage unit or less of any controlled 
substance possessed or sold by dosage units rather than grams (e.g., LSD, Ecstasy, prescription 
pills, etc.). 

 
 



Statement from Holly Harris, Executive Director, U.S. Justice Action Network:  
“Today’s announcement brings together law enforcement allies supportive of reform who 
are committed to keeping our communities safe. These leaders recognize that locking up 
individuals who have committed low-level drug offenses is not always the answer. We 
would like to thank the bipartisan leaders in the Minnesota legislature, Sen. Latz and Rep. 
Cornish, for their efforts to pursue commonsense reforms that will save money and provide 
better outcomes. With an overwhelming majority of Minnesotans supporting these reforms 
and law enforcement leading the way, we feel confident the state legislature will embrace 
this legislation and pass it swiftly through to the Governor’s desk.”  
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