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Analysis: Nixon makes health care key campaign issue

By KIT WAGAR
The Star’s Jefferson City correspondent 

As unemployment rises, gas prices climb and the mortgage crisis deepens, Jay Nixon is betting that health care is the problem that Missouri’s next governor can actually address.

The Democratic candidate has built his campaign on how the high cost and often limited availability of medical care wreak havoc in individual lives, burden taxpayers and hurt the economy.

Nixon last month proposed an ambitious plan that would cover every child in the state with modestly priced insurance. It would reduce the number of uninsured adults by restoring eligibility for Medicaid to 2005 levels. And by reducing the number of uninsured and fostering price competition among insurers, the plan would attempt to bring down health insurance costs for everyone.

But Nixon stumbled when he unveiled his plan by overstating the estimated total cost by $265 million. He originally said the plan would cost the state $265 million and generate $696 million in matching funds, making the total cost $961 million. He backtracked three days later, saying the total cost was $696 million, with $265 million coming from state coffers.

Republicans attacked the plan from the start, claiming the state can’t afford it. But their protests rang hollow in the face of major Republican-sponsored spending boosts for ethanol subsidies, state scholarships at private universities, tax incentives for private companies and higher fees for doctors.

Nixon said budgets are about priorities. And budget experts privately acknowledge that the state could afford such a plan, at least in the short run, although it would require tough decisions to scale back funding increases in other areas.

Now, Republicans are attacking Nixon for the gaffe over the plan’s cost. Jared Craighead, executive director of the Missouri Republican Party, said last week that the error eliminated any credibility Nixon had on health-care policy.

“Jay Nixon, after having three years to figure out how he’s going to run for governor, and the first major policy he runs out on health care has a $265 million mathematical error,” Craighead said. “(He) cannot ever be trusted to speak authoritatively on health care ever again.”

The bigger problem with the plan, Craighead said, is that it commits the state to higher expenditures every year.

“This would not be a one-time expenditure,” he said. “It would grow exponentially, and you have to find (that money) every year going forward. … If he says he can do it with anything other than a tax increase, he’s lying.”

Oren Shur, spokesman for Nixon’s campaign, said Republican criticism is an attempt to distract Missourians from the misguided policies of the current Republican governor, Matt Blunt.

The 2005 cuts in Medicaid eligibility boosted the number of uninsured by more than 115,000 and cut services for more than 400,000 Medicaid recipients. Shur said Blunt’s policy imposed a hidden tax on everyone by forcing up the cost of private health insurance to cover the cost of treating the uninsured at hospital emergency rooms.

“Our campaign made a miscalculation, and we corrected it,” Shur said. “Our opponents slashed health care for hundreds of thousands of Missourians, and they still haven’t corrected it.”

Nixon visited homes and businesses in the St. Louis suburbs and in Springfield to tout his plan and to highlight the hidden costs of the current health-care system. The visits spread his message that the Medicaid cuts impose costs on everyone, not just the poor.

They also draw attention to the lack of any health-care proposal from Nixon’s Republican opponent, Kenny Hulshof.

Hulshof has made only vague promises to make health insurance more affordable and accessible. He declined to offer a plan during the hotly contested Republican primary, saying he understood the complexities of health care and wanted to get his proposal right.

Democrats have set up a Web site with a timer that counts off the seconds since Hulshof first said he planned to unveil a health-care proposal more than six months ago.

Mark Rushefsky, a political scientist at Missouri State University, said Hulshof’s indecision stems at least partly from the basic tenets of his party.

“If your basic principle is that government should do the minimum, you’re not going to be developing a lot of new ideas for a government role,” Rushefsky said.

Hulshof also has not wanted to criticize the course charted by a sitting Republican governor, Rushefsky said. But he also knows that Blunt’s approval rating plummeted after the governor reduced eligibility for Medicaid to the point that a woman with two children does not qualify if she earns more than about $380 a month.

Late last month, Hulshof said he was working on a health-care proposal with Missouri Rep. Ed Robb, a retired economics professor who put together the state’s official revenue projections from 1972 through 2002.

Robb, however, said he had spoken with Hulshof only in general terms about what kind of health program the state could afford. He said staff members were still gathering data about what income groups might be covered and what services should be provided.

He said Republicans were trying to determine, for example, which services provide the most care per dollar spent. The goal, he said, is to devise a system that encourages people to take care of themselves while providing a safety net for the neediest residents.

One difficulty is finding a way to target care to people who need it the most, Robb said. Federal rules, for example, require that if one group receives vision care, then Medicaid must offer it to everyone, which bumps up the cost.

Robb remains a critic of the Medicaid system as it operated before 2005, which he says was growing beyond the state’s means to pay for it. But he said he was also a fan of the Children’s Health Insurance Program, which covers children in moderate-income families, because of its effectiveness and low cost.

Ironically, expansion of CHIP is a centerpiece of Nixon’s plan to provide low-cost insurance for every child in the state.

Oil ad is ‘great campaign fodder’ 
Nixon links Hulshof to energy issue.

By JASON ROSENBAUM of the Tribune’s staff 

Published Sunday, August 17, 2008 

Attorney General Jay Nixon has been running for governor for about three years. But a casual glance at his latest ad might leave the impression he is seeking a congressional seat. 

Nixon, a Democrat who twice unsuccessfully sought a U.S. Senate seat, has released a new ad that is running in the Columbia and Jefferson City area. 

The ad blasts his Republican opponent, U.S. Rep. Kenny Hulshof, R-Mo., for voting in favor of legislation providing "tax breaks for oil companies." The ad also showcases instances where Nixon sued gas stations accused of gouging customers after the Sept. 11, 2001, terrorist attacks and Hurricane Katrina. 

Hulshof’s campaign has countered that the legislation Nixon criticizes featured other provisions such as expanded oil drilling and middle-class tax cuts. They also pointed out instances when Nixon’s office sued gas stations that were charging too little for fuel. 

It is unlikely, however, that either candidate would deal as governor with legislation providing subsidies to oil companies. 

George Connor, a Missouri State University political science professor, said Nixon’s ad is picking up where state Treasurer Sarah Steelman left off in the Republican primary. Nixon is blasting the six-term congressman’s record in Washington, D.C., he said, because Hulshof has not held office in this state. 

While the energy issue remains relevant to consumers paying $3.50 to $4 a gallon for gas, Connor said, it matters little in the governor’s race. "It’s an issue that neither Nixon nor Hulshof have any real control over as governor of Missouri. But it makes for great campaign fodder," he said. 

Both candidates support what has been arguably the most prominent energy issue in state government in years - a 10 percent mandated ethanol component in gasoline sold in the state. It’s an issue that likely cost Hulshof thousands of votes in the Republican primary, as many in southwest Missouri feel the mandate is drives up the cost of cattle feed. 

Before his primary victory over Steelman, Hulshof told the Tribune his support of the ethanol mandate shows he is willing to stand up to "Big Oil" interests, "who’ve never liked ethanol." 

So why did Nixon’s campaign choose to attack Hulshof on the issue of tax breaks for oil companies instead of, say, his support for eligibility cuts to the state’s Medicaid program or Gov. Matt Blunt’s plan for the Missouri Higher Education Loan Authority? 

Nixon spokesman Oren Shur explained the ad: "Missouri families can’t afford the gas they need to take a short vacation this summer, and meanwhile, Congressman Hulshof is off in Washington giving billions to the oil companies. If the congressman stood with the special interests in Washington, why should anyone believe he’ll do anything different back here in Missouri?"

A changing America morphs Republican and Democratic demographics

By STEVE KRASKE
The Kansas City Star 

These days, when people mention the slow erosion taking place in Colorado, they’re probably not talking about the geology of the Rockies.

Try geopolitics.

Colorado, like several other states in the Mountain West, has morphed this election season from a reliably red state for Republican John McCain into one that holds solid prospects for going blue for Democrat Barack Obama.

The formula is familiar: A burgeoning Hispanic population (now 17.1 percent) combined with an energized base of college-age young people has led to a Democratic resurgence in the state and placed Colorado squarely on the presidential seesaw.

“I don’t think we’re going to have an election where we talk about Florida, Florida, Florida or Ohio, Ohio, Ohio,” said Jennifer Duffy, a political analyst at The Cook Political Report. “We’re talking about a handful of other states, too. You’ll see some shifts in the map.”

It’s all due to a changing America, a nation headed inexorably toward a day where whites make up less than 50 percent of the population — perhaps by as soon as 2042.

An Associated Press analysis of census data found that 93 percent of all counties are less white than they were in 2000. It called the change “even more profound” in more than 100 “swing counties” in 14 hotly contested states, a boon to Obama.

Asked about which demographic shift favors his candidate, Mike DuHaime, who oversees McCain field operations, took a pass.

“That’s a better question for the Democrats,” he said.

McCain’s strength, he said, is in the candidate himself.

“No doubt there is a feeling in the country in favor of Democrats in general,” DuHaime said. “But what we have here is a candidate on our side in John McCain who has an ability greater than any Republican in the country when it comes to attracting independents and conservative Democrats and keeping the entire spectrum of the Republican Party together.”

Big Sky and Little Havana
“There are a lot of moving parts,” said Michael Dimock, associate director of the Pew Research Center, which just found the race essentially deadlocked at 46 to 43 percent in favor of Obama in a new poll.

Voter registration tallies show an unmistakable trend toward the Democrats.

The 18- to 29-year-old set, who just a few years ago was button-down Republican, is surging toward Obama. The 50-and-over crowd, especially those without college educations, is sticking with McCain.

The swelling number of Hispanics, who flocked in big numbers to Hillary Clinton during the primaries, is staying home with Obama by big numbers. (“Will Little Havana Go Blue?” The New York Times Magazine asked last month about the once traditionally Republican bloc in Miami.)

It all adds up to a host of subtle shifts that have turned several Mountain West states into tossups. Even Montana.

Red tide
The South has turned steadily redder since the Nixon days, with the tide lapping higher and higher into Tennessee, West Virginia and Missouri.

West Virginia, pro-Democratic until 2000, looks to be staying red.

Reliably Democratic Michigan is tilting rightward as voters there express frustration with a two-term Democratic governor who has presiding over a continuing economic downturn.

Missouri, long the most reliable presidential bellwether, has long appeared to be slowly moving right. President Bush, for instance, did better in Missouri than he did nationally in 2004, beating John Kerry 53 to 46 percent, compared with 51 to 48 percent nationwide.

But the tide may be ebbing in Virginia, where Washington’s suburbs make it too close to call, and North Carolina could be in flux because of an inflow of high-tech workers and energized African-Americans.

Said Duffy: “Everybody has to acknowledge that we don’t know what will really happen because we have no reliable history of what happens in a national election with an African-American candidate.”

African-Americans could be pivotal. Although Democrats have mined them for votes for years, African-Americans typically constitute about 10 percent of voters nationwide in presidential election years, pollster John Zogby said. Pumped up by Obama’s historic candidacy, the total could go to 11 percent this year.

Doesn’t sound like much?

Zogby said that 1 percent would add 1 million to 1.5 million votes to the Democratic column.

Or consider Hispanics. They made up 4, 5 and 6 percent of the electorate in 1992, 1996 and 2000. In 2004, the total spiked to 8.5 percent. This year, it could reach 10.5 percent. According to a July poll by the Pew Hispanic Center, Hispanics backed Obama over McCain by 3-to-1, which could help Obama not only in Colorado, but also New Mexico and Nevada. The disparity, analysts say, is due in part to frustration with GOP anti-immigration policies.

McCain, said Zogby, will be hard-pressed to approach President Bush’s 44 percent of the Hispanic vote in 2004.

McCain’s camp takes solace in mathematics. Not only are Hispanics and African-Americans expected to vote in greater numbers, all voters are, and that could dilute their impact.

“When you have an election where the average voter tends to see consequences to the election, that enthusiasm tends to go across all lines,” DuHaime said.

Sign here
Obama’s Missouri forces are hoping to capitalize on the enthusiasm they saw in February, when about 225,000 more Democrats than Republicans showed up to vote in the presidential primary.

His campaign is attempting to do that in two ways: Boost Democratic voter registration numbers and effectively use volunteers who have shown up at the 30 or so Obama field offices scattered statewide.

“I’ve never seen a campaign as focused on registered voters like Obama’s campaign is,” said Sen. Claire McCaskill, an early Obama backer.

But top McCain advisers say they feel confident about Missouri, given the state’s rightward tilt. Take the national poll numbers and add about 3 points to McCain’s totals, they said. That’ll give you a picture of where the state stands.

Missouri doesn’t register voters by political party. But Kansas does, and the trend there reflects national shifts.

Nearly 742,000 Kansans were registered Republicans as of July. That’s down from the 2006 midterm election count of 760,745. Democrats, meanwhile, were up about 10,000 compared with the 438,327 in October 2006.

Nationwide, in the 29 states and the District of Columbia where voters are kept track by party, the number of registered Democrats has jumped by 700,000 since Bush was re-elected in 2004, while the number of Republicans has dropped by 1 million.

In several swing states, the registration totals could prove significant.

In Iowa since 2004, the number of registered Democrats has jumped by 68,000, while the number of Republicans has dropped by 27,000.

In Florida, registered Democrats now outnumber Republicans, 4.4 million to 3.9 million.

In Colorado, Republicans still have the edge, but it is being gnawed away. Officials there said this year that registrations showed 27,000 more new Democrats than Republicans. In an indication of the party’s growing urban strength, Denver County showed 17,000 Democratic sign-ups, compared with about 4,000 for the GOP.

Veterans weigh in on candidates

Some buck GOP, while others stick with fellow veteran McCain.
Chad Livengood
News-Leader 
For the first time since 1968, the United States is at war during a presidential election in which the incumbent isn't on the ballot.

And for veterans, the campaign issues and promises stretch beyond their normal frustrations with the bureaucratic burdens of the Veterans Administrations and ensuring a new generation of Iraq and Afghanistan war veterans get proper medical care.

Veterans across Missouri are debating which presidential candidate can best lead the country to victory or a peaceful resolution in the Iraq war.

"From a veteran's viewpoint, if we're going to start a mission, we want to finish it," said Michelle Dillow, 27, a Missouri State University student and president of the Veterans Club on campus.

Dillow believes Barack Obama, the presumed Democratic nominee for president, is best suited to complete the mission, despite Republican Sen. John McCain's decorated war record.

Obama did not serve in the military and has opposed the Iraq war since the lead up to the March 2003 invasion when he was an Illinois state senator from Chicago. He also actively opposed the 2007 "surge" of 28,000 additional U.S. troops to stabilize the war-torn country and quell the prospect of a civil war.

McCain, a Vietnam prisoner of war, is arguably the architect of the surge, advocating for the troop build-up years before President Bush and Congress adopted the plan in 2007.

"Everybody in the country, besides John McCain, said 'no that won't work, it's the wrong thing to do, you can't do it,'" said state Rep. Jason Brown, R-Platte City, an Army Reservist and co-chairman of the Missouri Veterans Coalition for John McCain.

Brown served a tour in Iraq from March 2006 to May 2007, making headlines in October 2006 when he was wounded.

"Sen. McCain has been vindicated because the surge has worked," Brown said.

But many veterans are discontent with the way the Bush administration has prosecuted the war, bringing some to buck McCain and the Republican Party, which is traditionally seen as stronger on national security issues, in favor of Obama.

"I saw so much waste with the way the war was prosecuted," said Patrick Rogalin, 22, of Springfield, who was in the Iraq theater in 2005 and 2006. "I think with another Republican administration, the waste will continue."

Auditors have discovered billions in waste spent on defense contractors during the Iraq war and reconstruction.

Back home, the Bush administration has been criticized for maintaining shoddy conditions at the Walter Reed Medical Center in Maryland and thousands of soldiers injured in the two wars have reported having to jump through numerous bureaucratic hurdles to get basic medical and mental health treatment.

About a dozen veterans of World War II, the Korean War, Vietnam and the two current conflicts gathered Monday at the Veterans of Foreign Wars Post 963 hall on East Division Street in Springfield to discuss why they're voting for Obama on Nov. 4.

"These days, the VA is an adversarial process: You don't get your benefits you qualify for, you have to fight for them," Phil Carter, Obama's national veterans director, told the group.

Carter stopped in Springfield to establish contact with local veterans, who he says will be vital in drumming up votes from fellow vets in the November general election. Missouri is a battleground state this year and historically picks the winner of presidential contests.

Obama supporters say their candidate is more committed to fully funding the U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, noting McCain recently voted against a GI Bill.

"(McCain) thought three years' service wasn't long enough to qualify for a college education," said Ed Janosik, a WWII veteran from Springfield.

McCain has said he has concerns an expanded GI Bill could lead more military members to get out of the service in favor of higher education opportunities.

Carter added: "(McCain's) a fiscal conservative, and I admire that, but the fact is when the VA needs money, he's voted against it."

Brown dismissed notations by Obama supporters that the Democrat has a better voting record of supporting veterans than McCain. He said no U.S. senator with future political ambitions like Obama would vote against veterans.

"Just because you vote for veterans issues, doesn't mean you're strong in foreign policy," Brown said.

Obama takes credit for helping pass laws that screen all soldiers returning home from war for traumatic brain injury; combat homelessness among veterans; and give service members free meals and telephone calls while recovering from combat injuries in military hospitals.

A member of the Senate's veterans affairs committee, Obama also was involved in a bipartisan effort with Missouri Sen. Christopher "Kit" Bond to halt a practice of discharging military personnel for having service-related psychological injuries.

Dillow, Rogalin and many of the pro-Obama veterans expressed frustration with the medical care system for veterans. Rogalin said he's been waiting for eight months for the veterans' facility in Mount Vernon to determine whether his hearing loss is combat-related.

One of the most common complaints among veterans in southern Missouri is the lack of treatment facilities. Veterans can get limited treatments at the Mount Vernon facility and typically have to travel to Fayetteville, Ark. and Little Rock, Ark. for surgeries and treatment for brain injuries, according to Daily, director of the Veterans Center in Springfield.

McCain has said he has a solution to that common complaint, which stretches back decades.

The Arizona senator has proposed giving each veteran a plastic medical benefits card that could be used at any hospital or doctor's office, eliminating the need to expand the VA bureaucracy and build new government-run medical treatment facilities.

"It's a super idea," said Jack Jackson, co-chairman of McCain's Missouri campaign and a decorated Vietnam War veteran.

Because of modern medicine and the ability to get soldiers injured in combat medical treatment faster than ever before, Jackson said the country must prepare to treat an entire generation of soldiers for longer than was sometimes necessary in previous wars.

"There is survival. With that comes the need for rehabilitation and special care," Jackson said. "Sen. McCain realizes that and he's willing to commit that."

State lawmakers this year were unsuccessful in placing a 1/8-cent sales tax proposal before this fall to fund the construction of new veterans treatment facilities. The proposal was held up in the Senate.

"There is a need for the federal government to step up to the plate and help our soldiers and get them the treatment they need," said state Rep. Charlie Norr, D-Springfield, who is a veteran, Obama supporter and member of the House veterans committee.

Jackson said the Obama campaign's "grass-roots" effort to get support from veterans would prove fruitless in the Show-Me State. He predicted McCain would win over 80 percent of Missouri's veterans at the polls this fall.

"He's a veteran's veteran," Jackson said. "He understands what it's like to be shot at. He understands what it's like to train. And he understands what it's like to be a POW."
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Education programs get $22.4M from Missouri Lottery proceeds

St. Louis Business Journal

The Missouri Lottery said Friday that it transferred $22.4 million to the Lottery Proceeds Fund for public education programs. 

The August proceeds transfer of $22,443,842 was based on July ticket sales and brings the total transferred in fiscal year 2009 to more than $41.5 million, according to a statement. 

Since the state's lottery began nearly 22 years ago, it has generated more than $3.2 billion in proceeds for the state of Missouri. 

New Hulshof ad strikes back at Nixon’s claims

By Jake Wagman
St. Louis Post-Dispatch

Just as he did in the primary, GOP candidate for governor Kenny Hulshof has taken his opponent to task for going negative.

Hulshof’s new ad, his first since clinching the nomination this month, reacts to an earlier spot from Democratic rival Jay Nixon that accused the Republican candidate of being cozy with big oil.
“Warning,” the ad begins. “Jay Nixon’s heading down the same old road.”

Actually, a disclaimer stating that the Post-Dispatch is not the research arm of the Hulfshof campaign might have been more appropriate.

The ad quotes Tuesday’s blog item by our Jeff City correspondent Tony Messenger, which calls Nixon’s earlier ad “a bit misleading.” (Surprise — the Hulshof ad takes out the “a bit” modifier.”)

Hulshof’s ad also quotes a Post-Dispatch article four years ago by Ben Hallman, then an intern for our capital bureau, describing a case involving Attorney General Nixon’s office and a QuikTrip in Herculaneum that was selling gas at too low a price.

That’s right, too low: Missouri law makes it illegal to sell gas below cost if the intent or effect is to “injure competition.” 
A divided Supreme Court, however, ruled against Nixon, saying the facts did not support a claim that the QuikTrip was acting to harm competition.

But here’s the kicker: Hallman’s 2004 article about the ruling noted that gas prices were at “near-record” highs –  $1.708 a gallon!
Oh, those were the days.

Oil, gas are top issues in area races for Congress

By JIM SULLINGER
The Kansas City Star 

Who is to blame for high gasoline prices? If you listen to campaign ads, the answer is Republicans or Democrats — depending on who’s paying for the ad.

Big Oil and high gas prices are the issues du jour this election, and Republicans and Democrats will spend millions in congressional races to sell voters on their versions of the truth. They want voters to believe their opponents are the reason people pay a lot more at the pump.

Republicans are portrayed as the handmaidens of Exxon Mobil, Shell and other oil companies. Democrats are criticized for not supporting an increase in domestic oil production and discouraging the construction of new refineries through strict environmental regulations.

“The economy is the issue, and within that are the high gasoline prices,” said Steve Glorioso, campaign manager for Democrat Kay Barnes, who is running in Missouri’s 6th Congressional District. “It’s a huge issue.”

Radio ads accuse Barnes’ opponent, Republican U.S. Rep. Sam Graves, of being responsible for high gas prices. The ads are courtesy of the Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee.

Democratic Rep. Nancy Boyda of Topeka gets the same criticism.

In Kansas’ 3rd Congressional District, Republican Nick Jordan’s campaign has put a “Moore’s vacation from energy solutions” clock on its Web site, referring to the August congressional recess and U.S. Rep. Dennis Moore, a Lenexa Democrat.

“We’re pointing fingers at them (Democrats) because they’re in charge,” Jordan said. “They’ve developed no national policy.”

Democrats are quick to point out that Republicans controlled the White House and Congress from 2001 to 2007, and no national energy policy was adopted then.

Asked about that, Jordan replied: “I’m not excusing anybody.”

Moore said Congress had made progress on this issue, including efforts to increase fuel-efficiency standards, promote renewable energies and encourage the expansion of refinery capacity.

“Unfortunately, since this is an election year, some of my colleagues on both sides of the aisle have refused to put politics aside so that we can develop a comprehensive energy policy for our nation,” he said.

Freedoms Watch, a conservative lobbying group based in Washington, is running radio ads against Barnes and Boyda on the issue.

Boyda fired back last week in a 16-page insert in The Topeka Capital-Journal outlining her energy policies.

In a recent television interview, Boyda said energy is a highly partisan issue in Washington. She said there had been several votes in the last 18 months on energy policy, and all had split along party lines.

“We’ve done a great deal of work already,” she said, adding that Senate Republicans either filibuster the issue or the president threatens a veto.

Political experts say the back-and-forth debate on a complicated issue has to leave a voter’s head spinning.

“It’s all so confusing,” said Dick Bond, a former Kansas Senate president and former congressional aide. “It’s hard to believe anyone.”

Bond said that if gas prices continue to drop, the issue could evaporate and another one could take the top spot.

Glorioso said the Freedoms Watch commercial suggested that Barnes supports higher gas taxes.

The claim actually comes from her support in 2001 of an increase in the tax when gas ranged from $1.65 to $1.10 a gallon, and Missouri roads needed a major face-lift. Most local officials at the time supported the increase, which was proposed by then-Gov. Bob Holden. Barnes was Kansas City mayor at the time.

Glorioso said his candidate does not support such a tax increase today, and it is misleading to suggest that she does.

Bob Beatty, a political science professor at Washburn University in Topeka, said voters are tired of the energy gridlock in Washington and want a bipartisan solution.

“In domestic policy, the American political system is glacial in how it works in getting something changed,” he said. “The energy problem has been a problem for years, obviously.”

Backlog of citizenship applications a hurdle to would-be immigrant voters

By RICK MONTGOMERY
The Kansas City Star 

Mired somewhere in the backlog of U.S. citizenship applications are the forms that Martin Okpareke filed more than four years ago.

Since then, the Kansas Citian from Nigeria has seen his wife and friends apply and be sworn in. Two sons, both U.S. citizens, have gone from crawling to toddling to sprinting through the house.

For Okpareke, 41, a crucial hour is closing in.

“I want to vote. I need to vote. That is my angst,” said the manager of employment training programs for Jewish Vocational Service.

Tens of thousands of would-be citizens share his frustration as the Nov. 4 elections loom.

An unprecedented tide of 1.4 million citizenship applications in 2007 caused typical waiting periods to stretch from about six months — the national average, historically — to 18 months or more, according to the advocacy group National Immigration Forum.

Federal officials say they’re racing against the clock to unclog the system in time for newly-minted Americans to join the voting rolls.

The Kansas City field office of U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services, or USCIS, has scheduled about 100 interviews and exams this week for area residents. The office has told immigration lawyers that it will do all it can to help their clients before the Oct. 8 deadline for Missourians to register to vote.

“The people at USCIS here are absolutely doing their best to adjudicate these cases, and they deserve kudos for that,” said area lawyer Mira Mdivani.

Mass swearing-in ceremonies in Kansas City and Topeka recently added nearly 2,500 immigrants to the ranks of U.S. citizens.

Still, others wait for the FBI to run their names through a gauntlet of checks.

Some think an understaffed FBI has let many citizenship applications languish. And that’s not because the applicants have scary pasts, but because almost all turn up clean; their cases lack the urgency of criminal investigations.

The agency is “absolutely, positively not required to do this,” said Jonathan Willmoth, an area immigration lawyer. “If I’m running the FBI, would I take my people away from investigations to run hundreds of thousands of name checks that they’re not specifically funded to do?”

A federal law requires the government to process citizenship forms within 120 days of an applicant’s interview. To get around that, immigration officials now won’t schedule interviews until the FBI completes the name checks.

‘Volume vs. resources’
The FBI name check is a security feature separate from the longstanding practice of running an applicant’s fingerprints or birth dates through a criminal database. It became standard after the 2001 terrorist attacks.

Fred Tsao of the Illinois Coalition for Immigrant and Refugee Rights said applicants with names similar to anyone on a terrorist watch list are doomed to lengthy waits with no explanation.

“There are at least four common spellings of the name Muhammad,” said Tsao.

In June about three dozen Muslim immigrants in Missouri sued FBI Director Robert Mueller, among others, for slow background checks. The lawsuit asks a federal judge to enforce the 120-day rule.

A similar suit in New York, calling for action before Election Day, was dismissed this month by a federal judge who said he couldn’t compel the FBI to hurry up the process at the risk of national security.

Court records said the delays affected 55,000 applicants just from the New York area.

FBI spokesman Paul Bresson said stepped-up efforts in recent months have allowed most citizenship applications older than two years to be double-checked and cleared.

“Volume versus resources — that’s the biggest issue,” Bresson said. “Last year we had more than 2 million requests for name checks from Immigration Services. This year, at least, we’ve been processing more than we’ve taken in.”

Rami Abuhijleh of Olathe applied for citizenship in February 2006. He has heard nothing about the status of his background check since the spring of that year, when the FBI got his documentation.

The fingerprints he submitted expired after 15 months. He may have to be reprinted for his application is to move on.

“I’m a male in my 30s from the Middle East,” noted Abuhijleh, a Qatar-born software project manager who has lived in the U.S. since 1991. “So maybe they have to do some extra checking, and that’s OK.

“But if it’s taking this long, I don’t think it’s ever going to happen. The government has no incentive to pursue my case. My application could probably sit on somebody’s desk forever.”

The FBI said it could not comment on his or anyone else’s application.

Battling the backlog
The perfect storm that clogged immigration offices started in early 2007.

The USCIS announced plans to increase fees for citizenship by 80 percent, beginning that summer. Immigrants hoping to vote in the 2008 presidential elections would save hundreds of dollars by submitting documents before the fees shot up.

Also, the national debate over illegal immigration boiled over into public protests and congressional finger-pointing.

The National Association of Latino Elected and Appointed Officials teamed up with Spanish-speaking Univision and other Hispanic groups to launch “Citizenship: It’s Time” to encourage legal immigrants to seek citizenship and affect change.

“We found this spirit in immigrants who wanted their voices heard in the democratic process,” said Rosalind Gold, the association’s policy director.

Applications in the 2007 fiscal year nearly doubled; the USCIS expanded its payroll and training to battle the backlog.

For Kansas Citians seeking citizenship at the start of 2008, average waiting periods climbed past 10 months, said Mike Jaromin, director of the field office near Kansas City International Airport.

Today the average wait stands at seven months.

In Charlotte, N.C.; New Orleans; and Hartford, Conn., applicants average almost 15 months. In St. Louis, a shade more than 10 months. The goal for next year for all field offices: five months.

USCIS spokeswoman Marilu Cabrera: “We’ve made significant progress since April.”

A backlog of 83,000 applications is now 10,000, she said.

Paul Byrne, a native of Ireland living in Prairie Village, was among the fortunate. After living in America for 14 years, he applied for citizenship in February, was interviewed in May and took the oath, with 600 others, last month.

The upcoming elections drove him “to make it official that I’m here to stay,” he said.

“I’m not entirely happy with how our government is being run at the moment. I thought I’d play my little part and try to make a difference.”

Okpareke, the Nigerian, recalled the military regime he fled in 1995 and wondered why so many lifelong Americans shrug off their voting rights.

“Those of us who’ve gone through hell to get here really appreciate the freedoms you have,” he said, a smile stretching across his face.

Yet he still awaits the FBI’s OK.

Anything beats not knowing.

“This is just a gentle reminder, I am still waiting,” Okpareke wrote in an e-mail to a sympathetic FBI agent he met at a leadership training seminar.

And the agent quickly replied: “I have a call into the Name Check Unit. I’m awaiting a response.”

That was 20 months ago.

Fair draws politicians galore

SEDALIA DEMOCRAT - By Sarah Nail
August 14, 2008 - 6:40PM

Politics is in the air at the Missouri State Fair.

The fairgrounds have historically been a place for glad-handing and politicking, especially in a presidential and gubernatorial election year. 
It’s hard to miss the stickers plastered on the shirts of fairgoers pledging their allegiance to one candidate or another.

The first signs of politics at the fair come on opening day with the parade, where candidates wave from cars or walk the route, tossing candy and shaking hands.

State Rep. Stanley Cox, R-118th District, which includes most of Pettis County, said the parade is a good opportunity for local candidates because it is highly attended by their constituents.

“For statewide candidates, it’s (the fair) a great forum,” Cox said. “There are very few forums where you get such a broad” mix of people.
The politicians were out in full force at the fair Thursday, Governor’s Legislators’ and Judges’ Day. Under the director’s tent, all the political movers and shakers mingled from Gov. Matt Blunt and both gubernatorial candidates — Republican Kenny Hulshof and Democrat Jay Nixon — to Pettis County politicos Sheriff Kevin Bond and his challenger Brad Anders.

Congressman Ike Skelton, D-Lexington, said he has been coming to the fair since well before he was elected for the first time in 1977.
“It’s an opportunity to be seen and to meet old friends; can’t get any better than that,” Skelton said.

The Republican and Democrat party booths serve as a place for folks to grab campaign yard signs, bumper stickers, brochures or lapel stickers for their candidates of choice. And, of course, fans.
“It’s summer in Missouri, and fans are always popular,” said Marguerite Ellis, a Pettis County Democrat, who volunteers at the fair booth.

At the Republican booth, Joy Gerstein, of Washington, Mo., said people wear campaign stickers on their visit to the fairgrounds to promote their candidates.

“They want to wear who they are supporting,” Gerstein said. “They want people to identify with who they’re supporting.”
Sandy Martin, 66, of Kingsville, is an exhibitor at the fair who hardly had room for one more Republican candidate sticker on her shirt. She said the fair is good place for politicians, some of whom are highfalutin.

“Some of them are down here where the real people are,” Martin said.

Ellis said the fair is a good place for candidates to politick.

“You get that cross section of Missouri here; it’s a good place to meet and greet,” she said.
Republican and Democrat volunteers agree on this much: The fair is a place to reach people they otherwise might not have the opportunity to meet. Gerstein said about half the visitors are regular voters, who may not be active enough in politics to attend fundraisers or other events.

“This is one place where people from all over the state can come together, and meet people who share political beliefs and share ideas and information,” Ellis said. “You can communicate with people you ordinarily wouldn’t have any contact with.”

Connie Rogers, Benton County Democratic chairwoman, said volunteers in the party booth have greeted folks from the entire state, with the exception of a few counties.

Gerstein, who has coordinated the Republican fair booth for about 15 years, said the exposure at the event has “a great deal of impact.”
“Even now, I’m fascinated by the amount of people I see, wanting information, wanting yard signs,” she said.

Mostly decided voters visit the booths, but a few undecided wander in, say volunteers. Voters seem most interested in the gubernatorial and presidential races.

“It’s a presidential election year, and I think a good portion of the people are very concerned about the direction our country is going in, and the need for change,” Ellis said.

Rogers said people were also interested who would be ethanol and the potential vice presidential candidates. 

Missouri uses special unit to cope with growing numbers of geriatric inmates

By JOE LAMBE
The Kansas City Star 

Missouri inmate Larry Burton, 66, has just one crime on his record, but it is as dark as dried blood.

“I’m in here for killing my wife,” the former St. Louis area engineer said in a prison visiting room.

“I’m not proud of it, but it was a shotgun,” he said. “She was asleep at night and never knew what hit her.”

That was in 1990, when Burton was 48. He got life plus 15 years and is now part of the nation’s growing population of aging prisoners with costly health-care needs.

As states and the federal government struggle to deal with the result of inmates serving more time, corrections experts seek solutions or at least ways to cope. One is the “Old Timer’s Unit” at Moberly Correctional Center. Burton is one of 22 prisoners there. The average age is 63.

Kansas provides hospice care at prisons and is building a $6 million clinic at Lansing that will house its sickest male prisoners. Florida has geriatric wings in four prisons.

In California’s huge penal system, a federal receiver who oversees prisons recently asked a judge to seize $8 billion from the state to build medical units for sick and mentally ill inmates.

In light of the mounting costs, some experts suggest releasing far more of these older inmates. Research shows older inmates are much less likely than younger ones to commit crimes again after leaving prison.

In a balance between high costs and fear, society needs to take a smarter approach, said Lonn Lanza-Kaduce, chairman of the criminology department at the University of Florida. But, he said, “some old codger is going to get released and do damage” and become a Willie Horton-like “attention grabber.”

“People should look systematically at what is happening instead of the dramatic exception,” he said.

In a December hearing before a U.S. House committee, a Justice Department representative presented another view. He attacked a bill that would have allowed the release of nonviolent criminals who were at least 45 years old and had served half their sentences.

“This legislation would be completely contrary to the longstanding policy of the United States government,” said Drew Wrigley, U.S. district attorney of North Dakota and “subvert … the federal government’s criminal justice system of truth in sentencing.”

There are other tough issues. Does letting killers out early show a lack of respect for dead victims and heinous crimes? Are the many older sex offenders still a threat, especially ones whose crimes came later in life?

“It seems like nothing is cut-and-dried,” said Bill Miskell, a spokesman for the Kansas corrections department.

Meanwhile, more prisoners are aging behind bars. Only 5.24 percent of Missouri inmates were over the age of 50 in 1995, compared with 13.4 percent last year. In Kansas it was 6.1 percent in 1995 and twice that last year.

A cell to themselves
The Old Timer’s Unit could be one way to cope. It is in a small section of the sprawling acreage of brick and glistening razor wire of the Moberly prison. It opened in 1994 for well-behaved older and sicker inmates. Partly, it protects them from younger bullies.

The old prison has no air conditioning. Only huge fans in hallways and small fans in the tiny cells cool the sultry Midwestern air. A cage separates the old timers from other inmates. A stroll along the unit’s catwalk found many of the gray solid-steel doors open.

Like the younger prisoners, the old timers work and can leave their cells during the day.

Each cell is a steel-walled room, 7 1/2 feet by 9 feet, with a small louvered glass window on one wall that lets in wisps of outside air. Some prisoners place their fans and cassette tape players on their small desks. A few books line up on some desks. Shirts or other clothes somehow hang neatly from the steel walls.

Unlike the other inmates, these men do not share their cells. Perhaps most important to them, they have their own toilet and a small sink.

Each cell has a button that can be used to call for medical help.

Fred Givens, 67, shot and wounded his girlfriend and a man with her in 1984 in Kansas City. He suffers from chronic asthma and said the unit was the best thing that could have happened to him.

“You don’t have to walk to a toilet and you have hot and cold water right there.”

And people there get along. Givens said: “I’ve never seen fights up there. We don’t think about violence.”

Few are released
The Old Timer’s Unit remains the only one of its kind in the state, but that could change, Warden Dean Minor said. He is on a corrections department task force studying how to handle the aging prisoner problem.

Putting them in a cell alone made obvious sense because some could not climb to a top bunk, he said, and the personal toilet and sink give them privacy.

“At that juncture in life,” he said, “privacy becomes more of an issue.”

Reducing problems for prisoners reduces problems for the staff, he said. “We’re not trying to give them special favors, but we’re trying to meet their special needs,” Minor said.

Occasionally a man placed there does not work out, he said, and it becomes obvious. “I don’t mean to say we’ve got a bunch of grumpy old men up there, but it just takes one to irritate them all.”

A long list of inmates awaits entry into the unit, but once there, few get released.

Only two have been freed directly from it, the warden said. Also, some sex offenders were moved from the unit to an 18-month sex offender treatment program elsewhere for possible release. A dozen of about 150 men who have spent time in the unit died there or at hospitals, he said.

In general, Minor breaks down older prisoners this way:

•One third are aging lifers.

•Another third are there for crime after crime — “life on the installment plan.”

•The final third enter prison later in life, usually for serious crimes like sex offenses or murder.

“Once you get over 60, you don’t see many petty thieves,” Minor said.

Parole denied twice
The guards who usher Burton into the visiting room said the wife-killer was a hard man to dislike. Friendly and bright-eyed behind thick glasses, he made no excuses.

In 13 miserable years of marriage, he and his wife argued often at home but not in front of others. “The marriage wasn’t working; she didn’t believe in divorce.”

One day he was upset and distraught and he killed, he said. He’s sorry, remorseful, and now knows: “There are a lot of ways to end a relationship without killing your wife.”

Burton first came up for parole in 2003 and didn’t get it. He failed again two months ago.

“All they tell you is if they release you now, it would depreciate the seriousness of the crime,” he said.

Burton illustrates the dilemma that parole boards face.

What does society do with an aging killer, like Burton, who expresses remorse?

Or with sex offenders, who account for two-thirds of the men in the Old Timer’s Unit? Many committed their crimes decades ago.

Mata Weber, leader of the St. Louis Metro East Chapter of Parents of Murdered Children, said age should not give criminals an early out.

“We’re the victims, not them,” said Weber, whose daughter was murdered. “I don’t care if they’re 50 years old or 70 years old.”

Murderers of all ages seldom kill again and have the lowest recidivism rates of all criminals, said criminology professor Jessica Hodge of the University of Missouri at Kansas City. On the other hand, she said, sex offenders have the highest recidivism rates.

Charles Stutts is one imprisoned for sex crimes. He was a 29-year-old roofer in 1984 when he raped and sodomized a 70-year-old retired school teacher in Gladstone. Before that, he served two years in Alabama for abducting a school teacher at gunpoint.

At 52, he’s younger than most in the unit but suffers from high blood pressure, sleep apnea, heart trouble and diabetes, he said. Now he works in the prison growing vegetables for a senior citizen center.

His sentence is 300 years, and he has been denied parole twice.

Another is David Roddy, 73, who entered prison in 1991 for five counts of rape and two counts of sexual abuse and sodomy related to sex acts with children in Audrain County. He has thick glasses, moves slowly and seems forgetful.

Unlike the others, he doesn’t work in prison. “I’m too old to cut the mustard,” he said.

His conversation wandered as he spoke of jobs he held years before he went to prison. He has heart trouble, a bad stomach, arthritis and other medical problems, he said.

In 1991, a judge sentenced him to 70 years. He was denied parole in 2004, he said, and doesn’t remember why.

As for Burton, he must wait five more years until his next parole hearing when he will be 71, but even he struggles with whether authorities should release him. Age will be a problem.

“I’ve got no family and I’m all by myself. Where are you going to go?”

He paused in thought and added sadly, “They may be doing me a favor by keeping me here.”

Lawsuit seeks to put eminent-domain proposals on ballot

By Chris Blank

THE ASSOCIATED PRESS

08/16/2008


JEFFERSON CITY — A group trying to restrict eminent domain is challenging the Missouri secretary of state's decision that two proposed constitutional amendments did not get enough signatures to make the November ballot. 
Ron Calzone, the leader of the group pushing for the eminent domain petitions, said Friday that he believes the secretary of state's office wrongly invalidated thousands of signatures. 
"It's pretty easy in the hustle and bustle of that effort to make some mistakes, and we think some mistakes were made," Calzone said. 
The secretary of state's office announced last week that the eminent domain ballot measure and a separate petition seeking to require the use of more renewable energy had not gotten enough signatures to qualify for the ballot. Friday was the deadline to file challenges over the ballot measure's certification. 

Ballot measures to change the state constitution require signatures from more than 8 percent of the votes cast in the 2004 gubernatorial election from six of Missouri's nine congressional districts. That amounts to between 140,000 and 150,000 signatures. 
The eminent domain measure sought to amend the Missouri Constitution in two places to bar the use of eminent domain by nongovernment entities and for private use. It was broken into separate initiative petitions, but both fell several thousand signatures short of the 28,787 needed in the Second Congressional District, which covers Lincoln County and parts of St. Charles and St. Louis counties. 
The lawsuit filed Thursday contends that the secretary of state's office wrongly tossed out some signatures because the petition-gatherer was believed to have not registered when he or she had. Other signatures, the suit contends, were not counted because the address on the petition and the address on file with local election authorities did not perfectly match. 

There are better answers than drilling for more oil

By JEAN CARNAHAN
Special to The Star 

What a sad picture: Uncle Sam pleading in Dickensian fashion for more oil to slake our insatiable thirst.

We now know that we cannot depend on the good will of the oil-producing nations any more than Oliver Twist could depend on getting another bowl of gruel.

Fortunately, America is an innovative, can-do nation.

Today we face a new challenge, one that requires an ambitious, practical solution: a better way to power our nation in the future, a way that will grow our economy, meet new energy demands, manage rising fuel costs and reduce global warming.

Motorists in Missouri spend 6 percent of their incomes on gasoline — 10 percent more than the national average. With rising prices, a struggling economy and increasing deficits, it is time for a dramatic intervention.

America cannot drill her way out of the problem that Big Oil, George Bush and Wall Street speculators have created. More than 80 percent of the oil off our coasts lies in areas that are already open to drilling.

But we consume more than we can possibly produce. We burn 21 million barrels of oil per day, 25 percent of global production. Yet we have only 2 percent of the global supply.

Drilling alone is neither the short-range nor the long-range answer.

There are other, more practical solutions that will help transition America into a clean energy economy.

First, America needs a federal law that holds businesses accountable for their global-warming pollution. This will drive investment into cleaner technologies and bring greater energy efficiency to market.

Second, we must build on the technology we already have for achieving greater energy efficiency for vehicles, electronics and buildings. The oil savings from these clean energy solutions far outpaces the potential oil production of drilling in America’s protected areas.

Finally, America can and must break our oil habit. Renewables and energy efficiency will lessen our need for off-shore drilling and help curb global-warming pollution.

Many of these energy solutions will create thousands of new jobs. A recent report by the University of Massachusetts-Amherst shows that tens of thousands of workers in Missouri already are trained for clean-energy-related jobs.

By putting global warming solutions to work in Missouri, we could see 250,000 jobs expand and wages increase.

After decades of addiction, breaking from oil will take a stern national commitment.

Standing hat-in-hand and begging for the kindness of others is not the destiny of this great nation. It is time for us to take control of our energy future.

Jean Carnahan, who divides her time between St. Louis and Rolla, is a former U.S. senator.

Bond, McCaskill make another appeal for Boeing tanker

By Jo Mannies
U.S. Sen. Christopher “Kit” Bond, R-Mo., sent out the release — but his Democratic counterpart, Sen. Claire McCaskill — is on the same side on this issue.

Both are involved in what Bond called “a bipartisan group of Senate and House members …asking the Pentagon to get the tanker bid process right this time.”

The duo’s aim is to give Boeing, which has operations in St. Louis, another chance at snagging the tanker contract that went overseas to Airbus, before a new bid process was ordered.

Said Bond in a statement: “Our warfighters and taxpayers deserve a full and fair competition and this tanker contract is too important to rush to failure for a third time.”

The duo are among 11 members of Congress — including U.S. Reps. John Shimkus, R-Collinsville, Todd Akin, R-Town and Country, and Jo Ann Emerson, R-Cape Girardeau, who sent a letter to Defense Secretary Robert M. Gates that “urged the Department of Defense to allow more time for the revised request for proposal (RFP) for the replacement aerial fuel tankers to be vetted by the competitors and briefed to members of Congress.”

Says the letter, in part:

As you are well aware the Pentagon’s pursuit of a replacement aerial re-fueling tanker was derailed when the GAO upheld Boeing’s protest of the $35 billion contract awarded to Northrop Grumman Corp. and the European Aeronautic Defence and Space Co., parent to Airbus. The GAO found a number of significant errors that could have affected the outcome. We applauded your decisive action in ordering Pentagon officials to postpone action on initial award and issue a revised RFP.

We continue to place the highest priority on the support of the men and women of the Air Force and their continued service in guarding the security of our nation. We are keenly aware of the need to replace the KC-135 fleet with a capability that is commensurate with the nation’s defense and security needs, both for today and for the decades to come.

Our paramount goal in the KC-X competition is to help ensure that the right capability is provided to the warfighter and that the Department of Defense and the taxpayer receive the best value for their investment. However, only through a thorough understanding of the warfighter’s requirements and the evaluation criteria to be used, can a full and fair competition be held and ultimately provide a superior product for the warfighter.

We remain very concerned about the overly aggressive timeline to arrive at a revised RFP. Air Force and OSD officials have already missed two opportunities to meet Air Force and DoD requirements for a replacement tanker and we believe that the current rush to come to agreement on a revised RFP is putting at risk the third opportunity for a successful decision. Why rush the process on such a critical program that has obviously been challenged by a bureaucratic process that is in need of dire reform?

Congressional staff were briefed just last week on components of the revised RFP yet many questions remain unanswered, such as Military Construction Costs, especially for Air National Guard units and the states that support the aerial refueling mission.

In the Pentagon’s rush to initiate an aggressive timeline the most critical component — a clearly defined and understood revised RFP has not yet been fully achieved — which is why we ask that you allow more time for the revised RFP, including the metrics involved, to be vetted by the competitors and briefed to members of Congress. This procurement is far too important to the warfighter, to the taxpayer, and to the credibility of the Department to rush to failure again.

Mo. unemployment rate hits decade-high level

SEMISSOURIAN - Saturday, August 16, 2008
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. — The state's unemployment rate in July climbed to its highest mark in at least a decade. U.S. Department of Labor figures reported Friday showed that the number of people employed in Missouri dropped by 7,700 as the unemployment rate jumped to 6.4 percent. The figures are preliminary and are often adjusted later. The labor department tracks unemployment rates going back to January 1998. Last month's unemployment rate is the highest for that period. 

Nixon, Hulshof both want to go nuclear

By Tony Messenger
When it comes to nuclear power, gubernatorial candidates Jay Nixon and Kenny Hulshof seem to be reading from the same script.

 I asked both of them yesterday at the ham breakfast where they stood on Ameren UE’s plans to build a second nuclear reactor at their Callaway County facility. Both were supportive.

But the key to the issue, which will be a very important debate next year, is how each candidate feels about Missouri’s Construction Work In Progress law.

Under Missouri law, power companies cannot begin collecting fees from consumers for the construction of a power plant until the plant is up and running and producing power for those consumers.

Ameren UE says there’s no way it can finance its proposed new nuclear plant, which will cost in the $6 billion range, without help from consumers while the plant is being built. The company argues that the cost of financing, without the additional rates, will ultimately cost consumers more and be a risk investors won’t take without the higher rates in place.

So for the plant to be built, Ameren has already begun lobbying legislators to consider changing Missouri’s CWIP rules. So where do Hulshof and Nixon, who could affect the process, stand on that issue?

Nixon: “If we move forward, clearly that law will have to be looked at.” (Nixon also said that it would be important for consumers to be protected in some way.)

Hulshof: “I support Ameren UE’s expansion of their nuclear capacity. Beyond that, we need to have a discussion.” Asked to clarify his position on CWIP, Hulshof repeated the first sentence.

Clearly, both candidates realize that as governor, they will play an important role in moving the issue of the nuclear plant forward. Such a facility would be an important part of Missouri’s energy equation, not to mention a huge economic development engine for years.

Their lack of commitment to a firm answer on CWIP most definitely opens the door for some very interesting legislative debate on the issue come January.

Donnelly seeks recount

By Tony Messenger
ST. LOUIS POST-DISPATCH

08/16/2008


JEFFERSON CITY — One day after saying her mind was not yet made up, state Rep. Margaret Donnelly decided Friday to seek a recount in her razor-thin loss to state Sen. Chris Koster in the Democratic primary for attorney general.
Donnelly, of Richmond Heights, lost to Koster, of Raymore, by 794 votes out of roughly 346,000 votes cast. Koster's victory percentage, if it stands, is 0.2 percent.
The results are still unofficial until they are certified by the secretary of state's office, which is expected in a few weeks.
On Thursday, Donnelly and Koster shook hands at the governor's annual ham breakfast at the Missouri State Fair in Sedalia, but the two Democrats didn't talk other than exchanging greetings. 

While many Democrats at the fair appeared ready to line up behind Koster to unify the party, Donnelly was noncommittal when asked whether she would seek a recount. 
Asked if she would support Koster if he is the nominee, Donnelly said, "I'm a Democrat, and I'm committed to Democrats."
The next day, Donnelly issued a news release announcing her plans to seek a recount. 
"With the smallest margin in a statewide race in Missouri history, a one-vote swing in as few as 25 percent of the precincts in the state would result in a Donnelly victory," she said Friday. "Voting is the heart of the democratic process, and we are pursuing a recount as that is the fairest way possible to make sure the people's voice through the election is most accurately heard."
Donnelly has employed attorney Richard Rhyne of the Kansas City law firm of Lathrop & Gage to handle the recount request. Rhyne was the chairman of Donnelly's Kansas City area steering committee.
Koster, who has been campaigning as the nominee, said in a statement that he was confident he would win a recount and that he would continue to campaign.
Missouri Democratic Party spokesman Jack Cardetti said the party supported Donnelly's decision but didn't expect anything to change.
"It is unlikely that the recount will change the outcome of this election, and all indications are that Chris Koster will be our nominee," Cardetti said.
At the ham breakfast, one year removed from Koster's dramatic switch in parties, the Kansas City area Democrat received congratulations from many Democrats, including supporters of Jeff Harris, the other Democrat who spent much of his campaign criticizing Koster's Democratic credentials.
Bruce Wilson of Columbia, a Harris supporter, echoed the thoughts of many Democrats at the breakfast who said they were ready to stand behind Koster.
"I think all the Democrats are going to stick together," Wilson said.
But Donnelly's plans to go ahead with a recount could slow the drive toward unity.
The Republican in the race, state Sen. Mike Gibbons of Kirkwood, said through a spokesman that he is focused on bringing change to the attorney general's office and did not have a comment on the recount.

Democratic Mo. AG candidate to ask for recount

Friday, August 15, 2008

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) A Democratic attorney general candidate who lost by less than 800 votes plans to ask for a re-count.

Margaret Donnelly's campaign announced Friday that it would ask for the re-count after last week's primary election returns are certified. State law allows candidates to ask for a re-count if they lose by less than one percent.

The secretary of state's office has until Aug. 26 to certify the results.

Unofficial but complete election results show that Chris Koster beat Donnelly by 0.2 percent with more than 346,000 votes cast.

Koster's campaign in a written statement says it's confident that Harrisonville senator will still have the most votes.

Koster plans to continue campaigning for the November election against Republican Sen. Michael Gibbons of Kirkwood.

Count It! 

State Rep. Margaret Donnelly's campaign for attorney general will seek a recount of the ultra-close Democratic primary.

Donnelly, D-Richmond Heights, announced that she would seek a recount of a contest that saw state Sen. Chris Koster, D-Harrisonville, win by a little more than 750 votes.

“Voting is the heart of the democratic process, and we are pursuing a recount as that is the fairest way possible to make sure the people’s voice through the election is most accurately heard,” Donnelly said in a statement. “I have received encouragement to pursue the recount from an overwhelming number of Democratic primary voters. At this stage the recount becomes a legal procedure.”

The release said that Lathrop & Gage L.C. has been hired to represent the Donnelly campaign. 

“As candidates are able to request a recount whenever their losing margin is less than 1 percentage point, and given the slim margin separating the candidates at the top, we feel it is in the best interest of the state and of all those who voted to make sure there is no error in tabulating the final results and that the votes of all citizens are counted for this important race,” Donnelly added.

Senate President Pro Tem Michael Gibbons, R-Kirkwood, is the GOP's nominee for the position currently held by Attorney General Jay Nixon.

Posted by Jason Rosenbaum COLUMBIA DAILY TRIBUNE BLOG
Perhaps the perfect political comment: A quote about having nothing to say

I just had to share this with all of my faithful blog readers. 
It is perhaps the perfect political comment and it comes by way of Paul Sloca, an erstwhile reporter for the Associated Press who now makes his living as a professional mouthpiece for various candidates supported by the Grand Old Party. 

 The comment is on behalf of Sen. Michael Gibbons, the Republican nominee for attorney general. It is Gibbons' attempt to weigh in on Rep. Margaret Donnelly's decision to seek a recount following her narrow loss to Sen. Chris Koster in the Democratic primary for attorney general. 

 "Our campaign," Sloca said, "is focused on bringing the kind of change that is desperately needed in the Attorney General's office, so we don't really have anything to say about Democrat Margaret Donnelly's legitimate legal challenge to Chris Koster."

I guess that really is truth in advertising.

Submitted by Kit Wagar KC STAR
Chris Koster election analysis: Cynicism and good hair win

By David Martin

published: August 14, 2008

· CHRISKOSTER.COM





Cynicism works. Polls are crap. Good hair wins. 

These are the lessons to take from the Democratic primary in which a former Republican emerged as the nominee for Missouri attorney general. The winner, state Sen. Chris Koster, captured 784 more votes than Margaret Donnelly, a state rep from suburban St. Louis.

Koster ran a bold campaign. He used the slogan "All Prosecutor, No Politics" — a statement that might have been true once, before Koster quit locking up Cass County criminals in order to taste the pleasures of Jefferson City. Mr. Hundred-Percent Prosecutor's term was 50 percent unfinished when he ran for the Senate in 2004.

Seeking his third different office in six years, Koster relied on a gimmick to advance. No, that gimmick wasn't his decision to switch parties after casting a vote, with his fellow Republicans, that cost 25,000 kids their health care. This time, the gimmick was the emergence of a junior-high teacher in the primary.

Brookside resident Molly Williams entered the race in February, months after Koster, Donnelly and state Rep. Jeff Harris had declared their intentions and started raising money. Williams was never a serious candidate. A teacher at St. Elizabeth School, she did not ask for contributions and failed to attend a debate staged less than three miles from her home.

Hopeless causes run for office all the time. But Williams' marriage to a judge (John B. Williams, Kansas City, Missouri, municipal court) and peekaboo candidacy did not fit the m.o. of a deluded attention seeker. She was a plant. But for whom? Circumstantial evidence pointed to Koster. His campaign made something less than a forceful denial when I presented the accusation ("Who's That Girl?" April 3).

The gambit worked. Williams cost Donnelly the election. Her name on the ballot presented another option for voters who tend to vote for women, absent other information.

Let's be honest: All of us cast uneducated votes from time to time. The Koster-Donnelly-Harris contest interested people who follow politics. But a primary race, for a down-ballot state office, with no issues making headlines, will look like just a bunch of names to many voters. A poll conducted in early July found that 23 percent of likely voters were undecided about the Democrats running for attorney general.

God only knows which direction the 23,000 people who voted for Williams would have gone had they known she teaches social studies and is buddies with one of Koster's mentors. To be sure, Donnelly would have closed the 0.2 percent gap that left her in second place.



The poll that found so many undecideds said Harris had a 10-point lead over his closest rival. He finished a distant third.

The pollster shrugs off the lack of correlation between his poll and the actual result. "To be honest, I'm not concerned, like, 'Where did we go wrong,'" Delair Ali of Research 2000 tells me.

Research 2000, which is based in Maryland, surveyed 800 likely Missouri voters by telephone. Ali blames the poll's lack of precision on the relative obscurity of the race and the passage of time. It's "ludicrous," he says, to poll a race like an AG primary so far in advance.

So why do it? I asked.

"Because I'm commissioned to do it," he says.

Research 2000 conducted the poll on behalf of the St. Louis Post-Dispatch and a St. Louis TV station.

The media fared poorly in other aspects of the race. Koster won without the endorsement of the Post-Dispatch, The Kansas City Star or the Columbia Daily Tribune. He also survived an Associated Press story describing his campaign's laundering of oversized campaign donations through murky political-party committees. An outfit called the Economic Growth Council began packing and unpacking contributions for Koster the day after the Missouri Supreme Court reinstituted donor limits.

Donnelly, Harris and Mike Gibbons, the Republican in the AG race, complained about Team Koster's efforts to the Missouri Ethics Commission. On the day after the election, the commission concluded that nobody had violated the law. Koster called the complaints "a political stunt." And as we know, political stunts aren't the Koster way.



Flush with cash, Koster was able to buy a lot of TV time. His ads ads were effective. Borrowing a page from John Edwards, the Koster campaign used black-and-white images of the candidate to imbue his youthful good looks with gravitas.

While Koster had a trim figure and nice teeth working in his favor, he also had to contend with an angry ex-wife.

Koster married Rebecca Bowman in 1996. The seven-year union did not end on good terms. Though she has since remarried and lives in Arizona, Bowman gave $200,000 to a political action committee before last Tuesday's election. The PAC bought ads attacking Koster’s ethics.

The marriage has always intrigued people who view Koster with suspicion. The wedding brought Koster into a family with money and Republican connections. He received a $585,000 settlement when the couple split.

At the risk of sounding sexist, what kind of man does this? Gainfully employed and with no dependents, Koster somehow escaped the marriage with a half-million-dollar buyout and the furniture from the home in gated Loch Lloyd. For sure, the ex-wife found Koster's actions to be hideous. I have it on good authority that he didn't even pay for her wedding ring.

Koster is a Tracy Flick type, hands searching for that next rung on the political ladder. That constant striving is revolting to some. Shellie Rebman, who worked in the Cass County prosecutor's office in the mid-1990s, sent out an e-mail before last week's election, describing how Koster spent his days in office "reading several newspapers and discussing his political career." Susan McNay, a former Koster campaign worker, complained to reporters about her role as bag woman in the donation-packing scheme. "I trusted the candidate, even though I had questions about whether we were doing something that was not right," McNay told the AP.

Koster, who once voiced support for the constitutional amendment banning same-sex marriage in Missouri, is now the candidate all Missouri Dems will be asked to trust. Good luck with that.

Consumers say lobbyists win at their expense

By Michael Sorkin
ST. LOUIS POST-DISPATCH

08/15/2008

Industry lobbyists in Jefferson City won big-time this week when it came to fire safety equipment at nursing homes and investigations of insurance companies. Consumers weren't so lucky.
Lobbyists persuaded members of a Missouri legislative panel to block rules requiring sprinklers and new fire safety standards for nursing homes.
Separately, the legislators then rejected pleas from a consumer group warning that buyers of auto and home insurance are losing key consumer protections.
At the center of this tale are the five senators and five representatives who are members of a powerful but obscure panel called the Joint Committee on Administrative Rules. 

It's known as JCAR and membership includes six Republicans and four Democrats.
No state rule can go into effect if JCAR objects. The committee can only reject rules, not enact them, and then only for specific reasons.
The idea, legislators say, is to keep bureaucrats from overzealously enforcing laws.
But critics believe industry lobbyists use JCAR to "veto" regulations behind the scenes that they couldn't kill in public.
On Monday, the state Health Department brought JCAR regulations to improve fire safety standards at nursing homes, residential care and assisted living facilities.
State Fire Marshal Randy Cole says the new rules included three major improvements in safety standards not already required: sprinklers, fire alarms in smaller facilities and smoke stop partitions (safety walls between two parts of a building.) 

Lobbyists for three influential groups representing nursing homes and assisted living facilities lodged numerous objections.
Kerri Hock, executive director of the Missouri Assisted Living Association, said the state demanded that facilities install commercial-grade smoke detectors and connected sprinklers in both rooms and hallways.
"The cost could be anywhere from $30,000 to $80,000" per facility, she said. Her group represents half of the state's 600 licensed residential care and assisted living facilities.
Legislators on JCAR voted 9-0 to reject the Health Department's fire safety rules.
One member, Rep. Bryan Stevenson, R-Webb City, said he supports safety, "But it's got to be cost-effective." He called the proposed rules "so arbitrary and capricious that they created an undue burden."
He said the Health Department will have to quickly come up with new rules; a 2007 state law requires new fire safety rules to be in place by the end of this year.
After rejecting the rules, JCAR then heard from Jay Angoff, a lawyer and former Missouri insurance commissioner. He spoke on behalf of the Consumers Council of Missouri, one of the state's few consumer advocacy groups.
Angoff called for JCAR to reject proposed rules from the state Insurance Department for what are known as "market conduct examinations" of insurance companies. The old rules allow state investigators wide leeway to examine records of auto and home insurance companies to enforce consumer protection standards.
In a May press release, the Insurance Department said the new rules will "codify the success of market conduct reforms during Gov. Matt Blunt's administration," reforms that recovered more money for consumers.
But Angoff warns that the new rules require a company to agree to a state investigation.
The exams are the most important tool insurance investigators have.
State investigators traditionally use the exams to determine if an insurer is violating the law. The new regulations "appear to take the opposite approach" and require evidence of law violations before an investigation can proceed, Angoff says.
Some senior staffers in the market conduct examination division at the Insurance Department agreed. On June 12, they filed written objections warning that the new rules would bar them from investigating even immediate threats to consumers.
They also said insurance companies could use the new rules to endlessly delay investigations.
A lawyer for the Insurance Department said the staffers later withdrew their written request for what she described as "extreme changes" in the new rules.
At this week's JCAR meeting, no legislator suggested rejecting the insurance rules. That means they will go into effect.
Sen. Joan Bray, D-University City, said she would have offered such a motion but it was clear there would be no support for it.
Sen. Luann Ridgeway, R-Smithville, JCAR's chair, wouldn't discuss the meeting.
So the legislators killed the fire safety rules fought by the nursing home industry and gave an OK to rules welcomed by the insurance industry.
"That's correct," Stevenson said. "The industry had a good day."

Eminent domain group sues over ballot issues

SEMISSOURIAN - Saturday, August 16, 2008
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. — A group trying to restrict eminent domain is challenging the secretary of state's decision that two proposed constitutional amendments didn't get enough signatures to make the November ballot. The secretary of state's office announced last week that the eminent domain ballot measure and a separate petition seeking to require the use of more renewable energy hadn't gotten enough signatures to qualify for the ballot. Friday was the deadline for challenging the secretary of state's certification of ballot measures. Ron Calzone, leader of the eminent domain group, said that the secretary of state's office wrongly invalidated some of the signatures collected. 

Melanie Blunt hits the roof — part of her quest to restore it

By Jo Mannies
Missouri’s First Lady Melanie Blunt on Friday today sent out a release that “highlighted continued progress on restoration work currently underway at the Missouri Governor’s Mansion, including efforts to restore the mansard roof for the historic home.”

“ ‘As part of the restoration efforts we are recapturing the original design of the roof based on the first available photo of the Mansion,’ ” the first lady said in a statement. “ ‘Returning the mansard roof to its original design adds to the historical significance of the restoration work and will help ensure the Mansion remains a resource for Missourians to enjoy for generations to come.’ ”

Gov. Matt Blunt and his wife obtained $3 million from the Legislature last session to help pay for structural repairs needed at the mansion. She also is working with the non-profit agency that helps raise money and provide support for the historic residence, built in 1871. Mrs. Blunt hosted the event, A Luncheon with the First Ladies, which raised more than half a million dollars for the mansion.

As her release notes:

The Missouri Governor’s Mansion has been the home of 33 Missouri First Families. It is a Renaissance Revival-style home, designed by St. Louis architect, George Ingham Barnett.

Wachovia, regulators reach settlement

Rachel Melcer
ST. LOUIS POST-DISPATCH

08/16/2008


After a week of negotiations, Wachovia Corp. reached an $8.8 billion settlement with state regulators and the Securities and Exchange Commission over the sale of auction-rate securities, Missouri Secretary of State Robin Carnahan announced Friday. 
Under the terms of the settlement, Wachovia will buy back all auction-rate securities it had sold to clients, valued at about $8.8 billion. It also agreed to pay a $50 million fine, to be split among all 50 states based on the residences of the affected investors. 
Missouri's share of the fine will go to the Missouri Investor Education and Protection Fund, Carna​han said at a Friday morning news conference in St. Louis.
Wachovia agreed to buy back auction-rate securities that it sold to individual investors, charities and small businesses. About 40,000 investors — owning roughly $5.7 billion of these securities — qualify for this buyback, which is to start no later than Nov. 10 and end by Nov. 28. 

Businesses and households with account values in excess of $10 million can participate in a buyback that is to start no later than June 10 and conclude by June 30. These investors hold about $3.1 billion of these securities. 
The deal also calls for Wachovia to make no-interest loans available immediately for investors who need liquidity before the buyouts are complete. 
Carnahan said her priority was making cash available to investors as soon as possible.
"Thousands of investors were unable to access their securities. … That left many people in an impossible financial position," she said. "I'm pleased Wachovia has decided to do right by its customers."
Wachovia also agreed to participate in a special arbitration process for investors who suffered a loss or damages due to an inability to access their money, and to reimburse investors who sold these securities for an amount below face value after the meltdown.
"We understand that unprecedented market conditions have created difficulties for our clients," said Robert Steel, president and chief executive of Wachovia Corp., in a statement. "We are pleased to announce a comprehensive solution for the liquidity needs of clients … and to resolve this matter with federal and state regulators." 
The company said it will set aside $275 million in a legal reserve — adding to the $500 million reserve it reported creating on Aug. 11 — in order to satisfy terms of the deal.
Separately, the SEC said Wachovia also faces the possibility of a financial penalty after it completes the buyback. The size of the penalty, or whether one is assessed at all, will depend on how well Wachovia cooperates and completes its obligations under the settlement, said Dan Gregus, assistant regional director for the SEC's Chicago office. 
Carnahan, other state regulators and the SEC have been investigating sales of this financial instrument since the collapse of the auction-rate securities market in February. Her office led negotiations with Wachovia because its securities brokerage unit, Wachovia Securities LLC, is based in St. Louis.
Her office joined officials from other states in the North American Securities Administrators Association task force, formed to investigate sales practices in the $330 billion auction-rate securities market. 
This market involved investors buying and selling instruments that resembled corporate debt, except the interest rates were reset at regular auctions, some as frequently as once a week. A number of companies and retail clients bought them because they were told by brokers that these were highly liquid investments, Carnahan said.
"They were being marketed as a cash equivalent," she said.
But the auction-rate securities market collapsed in February amid the broader downturn in credit markets.
When it sold these securities, Wachovia told clients that it could provide one-day or same-day liquidity by repurchasing them from the investor, the SEC said. 
However, Wachovia "failed to adequately disclose that the liquidity of these securities was premised on Wachovia providing support bids for auctions it managed when there was not enough customer demand, and that its offer to provide one-day liquidity could be withdrawn at any time," the SEC said. 
Carnahan said the problem was a lack of broker oversight by corporate bosses at Wachovia. "I don't think brokers were trying to mislead" their customers, she said.
Wachovia's settlement is part of a series of deals investment houses have been making with regulators. 
New York Attorney General Andrew Cuomo on Friday said he sent a letter to Merrill Lynch & Co. notifying the investment bank that his office will file suit against it as part of an investigation into the collapse of the auction-rate securities market.
The letter sent to Merrill, which was given to reporters by Cuomo's office, is similar to one Citigroup Inc. received before settling with the attorney general. 
Separately, Commerce Bancshares Inc., the largest bank holding company based in Missouri, announced Friday that it will voluntarily buy back auction-rate securities it had sold to customers. 
"Commerce worked with the issuers of auction-rate securities and governmental entities to explore broader solutions to the liquidity situation," it said in a news release. "With no broad solution forthcoming, Commerce will offer relief by buying back all of its customers' auction-rate securities bought from Commerce at par value."
Commerce said it has approximately 140 customers holding an estimated $545 million in securities where auctions are failing. It will purchase these securities between Aug. 25 and Sept. 30.
Commerce is based in Kansas City, but many of its top executives work in Clayton.
THE ASSOCIATED PRESS CONTRIBUTED TO THIS REPORT

Doctor behind executions speaks out

Saturday, August 16, 2008
By CHERYL WITTENAUER
The Associated Press 

ST. LOUIS — He owns three Harleys, is a self-described staunch Roman Catholic — and has helped kill dozens of men. Dr. Alan Doerhoff calls himself the "world's authority on lethal injection."

The 64-year-old Missouri surgeon estimates he's presided over about 40 executions, and said he helped Missouri, Arizona and the federal government modernize their execution procedures.

"Nobody will ever do as many as I have," Doerhoff.

But he also has been banned from participating in Missouri executions by a judge concerned about Doerhoff's admission of dyslexia, which caused him to transpose numbers and make mistakes, though not "medically crucial" errors when mixing the lethal drugs.

Doerhoff, who was sued for malpractice more than 20 times and was reprimanded by the state for not disclosing them, now says he is not dyslexic, but does transpose numbers.

Doerhoff's name was in the news last month when the Arizona Republic reported that he apparently was involved in the May 2007 execution of Robert Comer, Arizona's first execution in nearly seven years. Doerhoff confirmed he presided over that death.

Doerhoff also said he started the IVs and presided at all three executions in 2001 and 2003 at the Terre Haute, Ind., federal prison — including Timothy McVeigh's, sentenced to die for the 1995 bombing of an Oklahoma City federal building, which killed 168 people.

"He was the most kind, soft-spoken man, very polite," Doerhoff said of McVeigh, recalling what prison workers had shared about the U.S. Army veteran. "He made his bed, put his clothes on a hanger. He was a career military man, spit and polish to the end."

Doerhoff also was called upon to participate in the 2005 execution of Connecticut serial killer Michael Ross, New England's first in 45 years.

The Federal Bureau of Prisons and the Departments of Corrections in Connecticut and Arizona said they could not identify their execution teams.

Doerhoff said federal and state authorities came to him because they were impressed with the fail-safe, three-drug system Missouri developed under his leadership.

His method delivers the lethal drugs via a central line: a large-bore trauma needle and catheter threaded through a thumb-size vein in the groin, neck or shoulder, and positioned near the heart. The drugs are plunged through the line from another room.

The central line, used in hospital settings, is foolproof, painless and humane, while the more common peripheral intravenous line to the arm, which Connecticut insisted on using, is unreliable and risky, he said.

"It's negligent not to use a central line," he said.

Medical expertise needed

Richard Dieter, executive director of the not-for-profit Death Penalty Information Center, said states recognize they need medical expertise to execute by lethal injection, but doctor-participants are hard to come by.

"It does concern me that not only in Missouri but apparently other states, this is the person they turn to" despite "problems on his resume," Dieter said.

"It does illustrate how difficult it is to find doctors willing to do this," he said.

Doerhoff practiced surgery 20 years in Missouri's prison hospitals before becoming its executioner. Doerhoff advised Missouri on dosages for its new lethal injection machine on George "Tiny" Mercer in 1989, and executed him. In 1995, Missouri again turned to him after errors caused Emmitt Foster's execution to take a half-hour.

Corrections officials called him the next day, wanting help with their public relations problem. He said he conducted every subsequent Missouri execution. The state halted executions in 2006 until reforms were enacted.

Doerhoff said the national debate about lethal injection has mistakenly centered on drugs, which "always work." Failures result from IV malfunctions or misplacement by untrained personnel.

Reassuring the guards

Though his primary role is starting a central line, Doerhoff has helped mix drugs, and reassured nervous guards pressing the drug-release plunger.

"These guys are scared to death, they're shaky," he said. "I assure them I've taken care of everything so that nothing will go wrong. I help them calmly go through the procedure."

Missouri's court-ordered written execution protocol will be tested Aug. 27, when the state conducts its first execution in nearly three years. It calls for 10 to 15 syringes rather than the usual three.

Doerhoff said Missouri's new protocol is overly complicated and potentially problematic.

He said administering the drugs over a longer period of time in various syringes could jeopardize their effectiveness.

Doerhoff, who's had three heart attacks, isn't sure he'll do more executions. But he hasn't slowed down.

"I'm not a boring person," he said, "and I can still read the road signs." 

Editorials … & Letters to the Editor

Missouri, Kansas, do relatively well in highway agency ratings

KC STAR

In a bit of good news, both Missouri and Kansas did relatively well in a recent report rating the cost-effectiveness and performance of state highway agencies.

In the Reason Foundation’s 17th annual look at road conditions and expenditures, Kansas ranked fifth and Missouri moved up to 13th place, from 17th the previous year. Both states tied for first in the condition of their rural interstate highway systems.

North Dakota did the best job of maintaining its roads and bridges. New Jersey had the worst ratings.

Kansas did well in categories of urban interstate congestion and condition of rural roads. Its poorest rating — 32nd — was in fatalities, which rose by 8 percent.

On “total spending per mile of responsibility,” the state ranked 26th. It ranked 18th in deficient bridges, with one-fifth of its bridges judged structurally deficient or functionally obsolete.

Missouri did worse in urban interstate congestion — it was in 38th place. It ranked a troubling 40th in the condition of its bridges, with nearly a third considered structurally deficient or functionally obsolete.

Missouri’s improvement masks looming problems. Earlier this summer, the state Department of Transportation noted that the so-called “funding cliff” had moderated, but still remained steep.

Recent improvements in the state’s road system reflect increased spending, much of it financed by bonds. With most of that money spent, a larger chunk of available revenue must go for debt service.

Earlier this summer, state officials said highway needs over the next 20 years come to about $31 million. The available revenue, however, was estimated at $13 billion — a large shortfall.

Unless that equation changes, Missouri is likely to begin regressing relative to other states. State officials and lawmakers should work to prevent that.

It's a Matter of Priorities 

08/15/2008

Spending may be down in a sluggish economy but Missouri's casinos haven't been hurt-yet. Gamblers will forego other pursuits to continue their spending at casinos. 

The latest figures from the Missouri Gaming Commission show that overall casino gambling revenue rose 7 percent in July to $146.9 million. That's up from $136.9 million in July 2007. 

Wouldn't Missouri car dealers and home builders like to see an increase like that?

Addiction to gambling is so strong that some people will make that pursuit the last thing they drop in cutbacks. Others view gambling as recreation and an important part of their free time.

Gene McNary, executive director of the Gaming Commission, told the Associated Press that casinos were considered some time ago to be recession-proof, but they're not. He believes that many gamblers are senior citizens on fixed incomes and they budget their gambling money. It's entertainment to them. If you doubt that, visit a casino and often there are more seniors, men and women, gambling than any other age group.

The four casinos in the St. Louis area saw admissions rise 21 percent and gross revenues rise 16 percent in July compared to a year earlier. That happened even though the President casino was closed half of the month due to flooding. The new Lumiere Place casino reportedly is doing very well.

It's all about priorities and what people enjoy doing! 

WASHINGTON MISSOURIAN

MISSOURINET
Congressman sees need for overall national security strategy

Sunday, August 17, 2008, 10:00 PM

By Brent Martin 

Our senior member of Congress says the United States needs to settle on a national security strategy.

West-Central Missouri Congressman Ike Skelton, a Democrat who is chairman of the House Armed Services Committee, says America has effectively used a national security plan in the past. Skelton specifically points to the containment strategy employed by President Truman to keep communism from spreading under the influence of the Soviet Union after World War II. It was a strategy reviewed and eventually embraced by President Eisenhower and every president afterward, which helped lead to the collapse of the Soviet Union.

Some strategies proved not to be so wise. Skelton reminds a Jefferson City audience about the United States' decision to withdraw from the world. The strategy of isolation adopted after World War I effectively took the country out of any position to intervene and, perhaps, prevent World War II.

Skelton complains current strategy is piecemeal as opposed to an overall plan. Skelton has outlined in Jefferson City much of the same points he outlined during a luncheon speech at the Brookings Institute. Skelton says the first priority of the federal government is the protection of the United States homeland and its citizens. Among the seven points outlined by Skelton include that world leadership must be earned, that the Western Hemisphere be secured, that transnational events be kept under control and that military strength be used to reassure friends and deter enemies.

Libertarian presidential nominee Bob Barr visits St. Louis

Monday, August 18, 2008, 7:01 AM

By Bob Priddy 

Libertarian presidential candidate Bob Barr attends a fundraiser in St. Louis, telling supporters the Republican Party faces a defeat in November of  "tsunami proportions."

Barr's weekend fundraiser raised a modest $3,500. He rejects Republican arguments that he'll just take votes away from John McCain, saying that's a weak argument and that he'll get votes from people who otherwise would stay at home.

Barr hopes to get enough support to be included in presidential debates. 

Fighting food-borne illnesses

Sunday, August 17, 2008, 10:01 PM

By Bob Priddy 

A conference in St. Louis of health officials from the community level to the Washington level focuses on keeping our food supply safe in a changing world. 

The Food and Drug Administration's "Food Protection Plan" is a response to a number of recent food-borne outbreaks. The plan was created before the recent Mexican tomato-and-pepper flap. 

The state health department's Daryel Brock says the plan is "a huge step forward" to exchanging information about food problems which are more likely because our food supply is becoming more international in origin and outside our health and safety controls. "The recent outbreaks that have been multi-state have really brought this to the forefront," he says. 

Brock says there's no easy way to tell where a box of tomatoes or a crate of peppers comes from. He says the ability to quickly backtrack food origins when outbreaks occur is critical. 

Brock says that situation makes better, faster, communications within all levels of our government mandatory and emphasizes the need to communicate with food authorities in other countries. 

He says he returns to his office with several ideas for things that can make the state health department more responsive in food safety. He thinks some of those things can be implemented soon.

Carnahan makes push for increased election participation from military

Sunday, August 17, 2008, 7:16 PM

By Steve Walsh 

Secretary of State Robin Carnahan (D-MO) is publicizing efforts that make it easier for Missouri's military personnel serving abroad to vote in the November general election.  Any Missourian living abroad is being advised to request an absentee ballot from his or her election authority back home - a procedure that can be completed by mailing a copy of the Federal Post Card Application to the local election official here in Missouri.

Carnahan says once those serving overseas receive their ballots, they would have the option of faxing or e-mailing the ballots directly to local election officials at home.

Military personnel in combat zones can request ballots from local election authorities.  This will begin six weeks prior to Election Day - in the middle of September.  It's expected this will provide plenty of time to turn around the ballots.

Congressman Ike Skelton (D-MO) joined Carnahan in the effort to increase awareness.  "Those who wear the uniform are paying the price of freedom," says Skelton, "And they should have the opportunity to vote and express their thoughts and their opinions through the ballot box just as if they lived across the street from the polling place."

Blunt considering options for distribution of cash from campaign coffers

Friday, August 15, 2008, 11:38 AM

By Steve Walsh 

A lot of people are asking a lot of questions about the approximately $1.2-million sitting in the political committee that would have spearheaded Governor Matt Blunt's re-election bid had he chosen to run for a second term.

The committee has the authority to redistribute the money as the committee sees fit, and Republican gubernatorial candidate Kenny Hulshof's campaign is expected to receive a healthy chunk of that money. But Governor Blunt says some of that money will go to other candidates who embrace the ideals of those who contributed the money in the first place.

Legislation passed by the General Assembly and signed into law by Governor Blunt will eliminate campaign contribution limits for committees and individuals on August 28th.

USA TODAY MISSOURI NEWS
Monday, August 18
Mountain Grove - A hot air balloon exploded on Sunday, killing the one man on board, according to the State Highway Patrol. It said Bill Blair, 49, of Mountain Grove died after some propane tanks exploded and he jumped to the ground.

[image: image1.png]


[image: image2][image: image3][image: image4][image: image5][image: image6][image: image7][image: image8][image: image9]























On the Web:       www.senate.mo.gov/sencom – Telephone: (573) 751-3824


