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Opinion | Minnesota needs continuity, not
disruption, in Human Services leadership

Commissioner Shireen Gandhi should be confirmed for the role.

By Marcus Schmit, Jin Lee Palen and Shannah Mulvihill
Guest contributor(s) to the Minnesota Star Tribune

MAY 4, 2026 AT 12:38PM

DHS Commissioner Shireen Gandhi speaks, with Gov. Tim Walz, left, and State Budget Director Ahna Minge, right, during a
news conference at the Minnesota State Capitol in St. Paul on Tuesday, March 10. (Leila Navidi/The Minnesota Star
Tribune)

Opinion editor’s note: Strib Voices publishes a mix of guest commentaries online and in
print each day. To contribute, click here.
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Minnesota’s human services system is at an inflection point. The challenges facing the
Department of Human Services (DHS) are real and consequential — ranging from gaps in
oversight to the urgent need to restore confidence in how public resources are managed.
This moment should be defined by whether we are willing to do the hard work of fixing
what isn’t working.

That work starts with continuity of leadership.

At a time when DHS is under heightened scrutiny and actively working to strengthen
program integrity, stabilize operations and rebuild trust, the last thing Minnesota needs is
disruption at the top. The recent scheduling of Commissioner Shireen Gandhi’s
confirmation hearing on May 5 — late in the legislative session and with only months
remaining in the current administration — has created unnecessary uncertainty and risks
diverting attention from the urgent operational work already underway. This is a moment
for focus, not disruption.

Minnesotans expect a system that is both compassionate and accountable. They expect
taxpayer dollars to be protected from fraud and used effectively. And they expect that
people who rely on these services — especially those living with mental illnesses — can
access care without interruption, instability or threat of loss. Meeting that standard
requires steady, credible leadership that is willing to confront problems directly and
follow through on solutions.

That is especially true when it comes to Medicaid, where Minnesota is navigating
significant and ongoing challenges with federal oversight and reimbursement. The state
must demonstrate to the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services (CMS) that it is
effectively addressing fraud, strengthening internal controls and meeting federal
requirements tied to payment. These expectations directly affect Minnesota’s ability to
draw down federal funds that are the backbone of our human services system,
particularly in mental health.

In this environment, maintaining open, productive communication with CMS is essential.
Progress depends on consistency and sustained follow-through on corrective actions. Any
perception of instability or turnover at the top of DHS risks slowing that progress, further
complicating federal relationships, and creating avoidable uncertainty at a time when
Minnesota cannot afford it.

At the same time, Minnesota must prepare for a shifting federal landscape.
Implementation of HR 1 (or the “Big, Beautiful Bill”) and other potential federal policy
changes could significantly affect people living with mental illnesses who rely on
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Medicaid-funded services. This raises the stakes further and underscores the need for
leadership that can anticipate impacts, work constructively with legislators and protect
continuity of care for vulnerable Minnesotans.

There is also a longer-term opportunity in front of us: Minnesota needs to lay the
groundwork for a thoughtful redesign of its human services system - one that is more
transparent, more accountable and better aligned with the needs of the people it serves.
That work requires stability, clear direction, and leadership focused on building
something durable beyond any one administration or political cycle.

Commissioner Gandhi has been clear that she is not seeking to extend her tenure beyond
this administration. Instead, she has focused on stabilizing DHS, addressing immediate
risks and setting the next leader up for success. That kind of mission-driven leadership —
centered on accountability and continuity — is exactly what this moment requires.

The stakes are too high to introduce unnecessary disruption now. Confirming her ensures
continuity at a critical time for both DHS and Minnesota’s federal partners, particularly
CMS, where consistent engagement is essential to protecting funding and maintaining
trust.

Minnesotans are not asking for political wins. They are asking for serious people to do
serious work. Ensuring stable leadership at DHS is a necessary step in meeting that
expectation — and in laying the groundwork for a stronger, more sustainable system for
the future.

Marcus Schmit is the executive director for NAMI Minnesota. Jin Lee Palen is the executive
director for the Minnesota Association of Community Mental Health Programs. Shannah
Mulvihill is the executive director and chief executive officer for Mental Health Minnesota.
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