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Minn. Stat. § 645.16 
Legislative Intent Controls.
The object of all interpretation and construction of laws is to ascertain and effectuate the 
intention of the legislature. Every law shall be construed, if possible, to give effect to all its 
provisions.

When the words of a law in their application to an existing situation are clear and free from 
all ambiguity, the letter of the law shall not be disregarded under the pretext of pursuing 
the spirit.

When the words of a law are not explicit, the intention of the legislature may be 
ascertained by considering, among other matters:

(1) the occasion and necessity for the law;

(2) the circumstances under which it was enacted;

(3) the mischief to be remedied;

(4) the object to be attained;

(5) the former law, if any, including other laws upon the same or similar subjects;

(6) the consequences of a particular interpretation;

(7) the contemporaneous legislative history; and

(8) legislative and administrative interpretations of the statute.

History: 1941 c 492 s 16 



Legislative Rules

Permanent Rules of the Senate
50.9 The Senate intends that testimony and discussion preserved under this rule 
not be admissible in any court or administrative proceeding on an issue of 
legislative intent.

Permanent Rules of the House
2.15 RECORDED FLOOR PROCEEDINGS. Proceedings on the floor of the House must 
be recorded on an appropriate audio recording medium under the direction of the 
Chief Clerk. The Chief Clerk must transmit a copy of the recordings to the Director 
of the Legislative Reference Library. The Legislative Reference Library must keep the 
recordings available for public use under its rules during the legislative biennium 
when the recordings were created and for eight years thereafter. The Library may 
then preserve or dispose of the recordings as the Library sees fit. 

A person may obtain a copy of a recording while it is kept in the Library by paying a 
fee determined by the House Controller to cover the cost of preparing the copy. 

Discussion preserved under this Rule is not intended to be admissible in a court or 
administrative proceeding on an issue of legislative intent. 



Case Law

“Although the rules of both houses state that the testimony and discussion 
preserved by the tapes are not to be admissible in any court on an issue of 
legislative intent, we do not believe this statement countermands our 
consideration of the tapes as authorized by Minn. Stat. § 645.16(7). We 
should not turn a blind eye to what may be helpful and to what is before 
us.”
Handle With Care, Inc. v. Dep't of Human Servs., 406 N.W.2d 518, 522 
(Minn. 1987).

“While the motives of a legislative body in enacting any particular 
legislation may not be a proper subject for judicial inquiry, yet this court 
may in determining legislative intent consider the legislative history of the 
act under consideration, the subject matter as a whole, the purpose of the 
legislation, and objects intended to be secured thereby; and where the 
construction of a statute is doubtful, this court may, in addition to 
considering the purpose of the act, consider events leading up to it, the 
history of its passage, and any modifications made during its course.”
Sevcik v. Commissioner of Taxation, 257 Minn. 92, 103, 100 N.W.2d 678, 
687 (1959). 



Case Law
“We resort to the former law and legislative history to ascertain the 
legislative intent behind an ambiguous statute.” Auto Owners Ins. Co. 
v. Perry, 749 N.W.2d 324, 328 (Minn. 2008). 

“Legislative history is relevant only if the statute is ambiguous.”

State v. Kirby, 899 N.W.2d 485, 492 (Minn. 2017).

“Our goal in interpreting statutes is to determine and effectuate the 
Legislature's intent.” State v. Smith, 899 N.W.2d 120, 127 (Minn. 2017) 
(Gildea, J. concurring).

“But if a statute is susceptible to more than one reasonable 
interpretation, the statute is ambiguous, and we will consider other 
factors to ascertain the Legislature's intent.” Staab v. Diocese of St. 
Cloud, 853 N.W.2d 713, 717 (Minn. 2014).



Getting Started – bill # is the key

START Minnesota Statutes citation
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Primary Sources 

The primary sources of information for Minnesota legislative 
history research: 

• Minutes of legislative committees 

• Audio and video recordings of House and Senate committee 
hearings and floor sessions

Other Helpful Resources

• Floor Logs
• Bill Versions
• Session Notebooks
• Secondary Sources



Committee Minutes
When recordings do not exist, the House and Senate committee minutes 
are a primary source of information for legislative intent research. 

• Minutes often lack much detail.
• The attachments to the minutes may be helpful. Sometimes there are letters, 

reports, brochures, handouts, bill summaries, newspaper articles, or copies 
of individuals' testimonies. 

Online
• House - online since 2005 (selected)
• Senate - online since 2007 (very selected)

Legislative Reference Library
• Committee minute books from 1999 to the present 

Minnesota Historical Society Library
• House committee minutes for 1919-1998
• Senate committee minutes for 1911-1998 
• Judiciary Committee – 1883-1910



Audio/Video
Audio/Video of committee and floor sessions
• House and Senate Audio Files, 1991-2003

https://www.leg.state.mn.us/lrl/media/

• Audio files from 2004 to the present 
http://www.leg.state.mn.us/leg/multimedia

• Video files for the House 
• Select coverage - 1998-2003

• Complete floor sessions, select house committees – 2004-present

• Video files for the Senate
• Select video coverage - 2001-present 

• Audio/video recordings do not exist prior to 1991.

https://www.leg.state.mn.us/lrl/media/
http://www.leg.state.mn.us/leg/multimedia


Audio/Video

A note about retention:

The legislature, LRL, and MHS agreed to destruction of the 
tapes 16 years after transfer from the originating body 
(eight years at the LRL and eight years at the MHS). A 
variety of paper records, including committee minutes, will 
be retained as the permanent, official records of the 
legislature.



Floor Logs

Floor logs are helpful if you are listening to floor debate as 
part of your legislative history work because they indicate 
the order of bills and general length of time for discussion.

House: 

online: 1999-2004, 2006-2016

print: 1991-1998 at LRL

Senate: 

online: 1999-present

print: 1991-1998 at LRL

https://www.leg.state.mn.us/lrl/histleg/floorlogs
https://www.leg.state.mn.us/lrl/histleg/floorlogs




Bill Versions

See how a bill has changed to show intended meaning.

House Files (HF)

• 1995-present: Online

• Current biennium bills are also available from the Office of the Chief Clerk

• 1957-2008: Microfilm at LRL

• Prior to 1957: Print at MHS Library

Senate Files (SF)

• 1995-present: Online

• Current biennium bills are also available from the Secretary of the Senate

• 1957-2010: Microfilm at LRL

• Prior to 1957: Print at MHS Library

https://www.revisor.mn.gov/bills/status_search.php?body=House
http://www.house.leg.state.mn.us/cco/cco.htm
https://www.revisor.mn.gov/bills/status_search.php?body=Senate
http://www.senate.leg.state.mn.us/departments/office_bio.php?office_id=1005


As Introduced

1st Engrossment



First example:

Online
• Minn. Stat. 609.117 

• 2010 amendments





2010 c 256 s 1

Links to session laws

(Laws of Minnesota v. 
Minnesota Statutes)

Which year’s language 
are you interested in?
(Check MSA if possible.)



















deciphering 2010 c 256 s 1



Bill #

Chap. 256

Sec. 1



Senate Journal 
pages



House Journal 
pages









Research Report



About the journals
Online as of:

1994 – House
1996 – Senate

Print:
State Law Library
LRL



Committee Report















http://www.leg.state.mn.us/senatemedia/saudio/2010/cmte_jud_031810.MP3

3:31:35

http://www.leg.state.mn.us/senatemedia/saudio/2010/cmte_jud_031810.MP3
http://www.leg.state.mn.us/senatemedia/saudio/2010/cmte_jud_031810.MP3
http://www.leg.state.mn.us/senatemedia/saudio/2010/cmte_jud_031810.MP3


What to listen for?
 Bill’s sponsor

• Why?
 Controversy/Support

• Testimony



What about the companion bill?



Companion bill hearings



Example 2 – Your law is too old for everything to be online

• Look up the statute’s historical credits to get the session law.
• Minnesota Statutes 

• Paper at State Law Library, Legislative Reference Library

• Online via the Revisor’s website

• Minnesota Statutes Annotated
• Paper at the State Law Library

• Online via Westlaw

• Look up the session law to get the bill number.
• Laws of Minnesota 

• Paper at the State Law Library & Legislative Reference Library 

• Online via the Revisor’s website
 Includes  statutes and session laws back to territorial days 

• Westlaw

• Next, use House and Senate Journals to see what happened to 
the bill  



Session Law
1990 c. 386 s 1



S.F. 2383
Chap. 386

Sec. 1



House & Senate Journals
In Print:

Minnesota State Law Library

Minnesota Legislative Reference Library

Look up your bill (and companion) in the Index

Look up each page listed for the bill. 

First Reading and Reference – what committee?

All dates of committee referrals and committee reports

Session debates/votes and conference committee actions

Date the conference committee was created and date of the 
conference committee report







Which committee 
and on what date?

March 6,  1990

First Reading and Referral



March 19,  1990Page 6778a



March 20,  1990

Third reading



Returned from House March 26, 1990



Dates to Note

• March 6, 1990 – went into committee on Local & Urban Govt

• March 20, 1990 – 3rd reading and approval vote

• March 26, 1990 – out of committee



House Journal – look for 
table of companion bills







Example 2 - you’ve got your dates, now what?

Obtain meeting minutes 

• Minnesota Historical Society Library 

• House committee minutes for 1919-1998

• Senate committee minutes for 1911-1998

• Judiciary committee – 1883-1910

• Minnesota Legislative Reference Library 

• Committee minute books from 1999 to present 

Audio 

• Only available 1991 to present 

• All available audio is now online 



Now online!
http://www2.mnhs.org/library/findaids/gr00073.xml

http://www2.mnhs.org/library/findaids/gr00073.xml


Look for year, 
then committee

Identify the 
location of the 
dates you need.



Example 2 - you’ve got your dates, now what?

Visiting the Minnesota Historical Society Library
• On the Capitol Complex
• Check the hours (not same as other MN departments)
• Give yourself several hours
• Bring:

 Relevant dates of committee action
 Copies of Journal pages

 ID – you must register
 Pencil and paper

• Leave in the car or put in locker:
 Pens and markers
 Bags, purses, briefcases
 Coats

• Be aware - you cannot make copies yourself
 Camera



LRL

MHS



Plan your visit around lunch





Reference Desk

Entrance



Fill out the 
request slip







Write down 
dates of 
hearings you 
want to listen to

Other examples



Example: 
Attachment 
to minutes 



Example 2
Visiting the Minnesota Legislative Reference 
Library
• On the Capitol Complex

• Give yourself adequate time

• Bring:

 Relevant dates of committee action



LRL

MHS





Minutes binders



What if the law is too old?         
It’s pre-1991 and there are no recordings!
• Old CLEs

• State Law Library keeps all old MN CLEs

• Newspaper coverage
• Star Tribune 1986-current (via eLibrary Minnesota)
• MHS Newspaper Collection

• Largest single collection of Minnesota newspapers with dates 
ranging from 1849 to the present day

• Historical Minneapolis Tribune 1867-1922 on the internet via MHS 
website

• Law review or bar journal articles
• Westlaw (not comprehensive for all publications and dates)
• MN Legal Periodical Index (index of MN legal articles 1984-

present)
• Paper copies of articles available at State Law Library

• Google Scholar (indexes some HeinOnline content)



What if the law is too old?         
It’s pre-1991 and there are no recordings!

• Session Daily – archived back to 2004

• Session Weekly & Senate Briefly
• Issues from 1985 to the present are available at the 

Legislative Reference Library, with some online (SW -
1995-2012) and SB- 1995-2009)

• Both publications summarize their respective 
committees' discussions and floor actions on a 
weekly basis during Session.

• Session Notebooks at LRL
• Legislative Time Capsule - back to territorial 

legislature
https://www.leg.state.mn.us/lrl/timecapsule/

https://www.house.leg.state.mn.us/sessiondaily/
https://www.house.leg.state.mn.us/SessionDaily/Archive/
https://www.house.leg.state.mn.us/sessionweekly/#Pissues
https://www.leg.state.mn.us/edocs/edocs?oclcnumber=38253779
https://www.leg.state.mn.us/lrl/timecapsule/




Schedules



Bill 
Summaries



Session 
Notebooks

previews/summaries about the session in general and clippings about notable bills













LRL subscribes to a variety of periodicals



Effective Dates
Minn. Stat. 645.02 EFFECTIVE DATE AND TIME OF LAWS.

Each act, except one making appropriations, enacted finally at 
any session of the legislature takes effect on August 1 next 
following its final enactment, unless a different date is 
specified in the act. 

An appropriation act or an act having appropriation items 
enacted finally at any session of the legislature takes effect at 
the beginning of the first day of July next following its final 
enactment, unless a different date is specified in the act.

Each act takes effect at 12:01 a.m. on the day it becomes 
effective, unless a different time is specified in the act.



Effective Dates
Example of different date in session law:

Sec. 11. [EFFECTIVE DATE.] 

Sections 1 and 4 to 6 are effective August 1, 1999, and apply to 

crimes committed on or after that date.

Sections 7 to 9 are effective July 1, 2000, and apply to offenders 

sentenced or released on or after that date.

Section 10 is effective the day after final enactment.



Effective Dates
Minn. Stat. 645.01, Subd. 2. Final enactment or enacted finally. 

Signed by Governor:
“Final enactment” or “enacted finally” for a bill passed by the 
legislature and signed by the governor means the date and time of 
day the governor signed the bill. 

Pocket Veto:
For a bill passed by the legislature and allowed to become law without 
signature by the governor, it means the end of the last day on which 
the governor could have returned the bill with a veto to the 
legislature. 

Vetoed:
For a bill passed by the legislature but vetoed and reconsidered and 
approved by the legislature after the veto, it means the date and time 
of day of the final legislative vote approving the vetoed bill.



Ask for Help!

Questions about this presentation?

Liz Reppe

liz.reppe@courts.state.mn.us

Sarah Larsen

Sarah.Larsen@courts.state.mn.us

Questions for the State Law Library

askalibrarian@courts.state.mn.us

651-297-7651 

mailto:liz.reppe@courts.state.mn.us
mailto:Sarah.Larsen@courts.state.mn.us

