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State senate opponents continue throwing darts 
By JASON ROSENBAUM 

Published Saturday, October 4, 2008 

At the beginning of a candidates forum Wednesday at the University of Missouri, Sen. Chuck Graham, D-Columbia, and his Republican opponent, Kurt Schaefer, shook hands. But that introductory courtesy seemed like a fantasy when the two-hour forum was finished. 

The forum sponsored by the Associated Students of the University of Missouri featured Schaefer tagging Graham as a feckless legislator with a penchant for taking gifts from lobbyists. Graham accused Schaefer of engaging in cronyism. It was perhaps an example of an increasingly antagonistic race between the two candidates seeking to represent Boone and Randolph counties in the 19th Senate District. 

Schaefer’s criticism of Graham’s acceptance of lobbyists’ gifts has been leveled before, but he pounded the message several times during the forum. He told the crowd of mostly students that he "won’t demand that the university give me thousands and thousands of dollars in food and alcohol and sporting tickets to have access to the university." 

Graham has been near the top of the list of state senators who accept food, entertainment or travel from lobbyists for the past several years, something the first-term senator has said helps him see others’ perspectives. 

Schaefer also has pegged the incumbent as ineffective - alluding to an article in the Columbia Missourian in which Senate Minority Leader Maida Coleman, D-St. Louis, burst into laughter when she was asked by a reporter about Graham’s chances of succeeding her. 

For his part, Graham continued efforts to tie Schaefer to examples of cronyism. After claiming that Gov. Matt Blunt’s sister, Amy Blunt, had engineered an incentive package to lure Bombardier to Missouri, he pointed out that the governor’s sibling was an attorney with Schaefer’s law firm. 

"That’s the problem with Jefferson City," Graham said. "The people who’ve been in charge are trying to figure out how to make money for themselves and their friends and their cronies instead of taking care of the poor and elderly and disabled." 

Schaefer shot back, saying Amy Blunt is one of more than 300 lawyers who work for Lathrop & Gage. He added that it was "absolutely absurd" to say she had anything to do with the Bombardier deal, a legislative package that failed to lure the company to the Show-Me State. 

"The idea that anyone in this room is going to say that someone else is self-centered and self-serving is the most hypocritical thing I’ve ever heard," Schaefer said, once again noting that Graham takes thousands of dollars’ worth of gifts from lobbyists. 

It wasn’t the first time Graham has sought to link Schaefer with off-putting associations. One example occurred when Graham was first asked for his reaction to Schaefer’s campaign challenge: "You know, if they want to run the attorney who was defending Fred Ferrell in sexual harassment, that’s fine with me." 

Ferrell was Blunt’s agriculture director until he was forced to resign over sexual harassment allegations. 

Schaefer, who was appointed by Blunt to handle the Ferrell allegations, has said when he was an attorney for the state, it was his job to "do the best thing possible for the state of Missouri and to spend the state’s dollars the wisest way possible." 

Schaefer said the intense back-and-forth at the candidates forum was necessary, especially after Graham turned down his offer to have separate debates. "My opinion is this process would benefit greatly from debates because it is a better forum to go back and forth with candidates," he said. 

Graham characterized Schaefer’s performance as "overly snarky." 

"We don’t know each other. He spoke to me for the first time tonight. But apparently he thinks he knows me. He doesn’t know me any more than I know him. I have no interest in making this personal. But apparently, he does," said Graham, adding that his campaign "will respond as appropriately" as it can. "If he’d ever like to actually know me, he can call me and we’ll go have a Diet Coke." 

SIGNALS OVER THE AIR 

There has been chatter on the airwaves about Democratic vice presidential nominee Joe Biden’s invitation to Graham during a Columbia visit to "stand up." Biden quickly realized Graham was in a wheelchair and ultimately persuaded the capacity crowd to give the lawmaker a standing ovation. 

The incident has become popular. It’s been replayed on a smattering of late-night talk shows and - most recently - featured in a national ad from the Republican presidential campaign of John McCain that showcases Biden gaffes. 

Graham told the Tribune last month Biden that handled the flub with "a lot of grace and class."

WSJ shines spotlight on McCain joint operation in Mo and Iowa

By Jo Mannies
The Wall Street Journal has an interesting piece this weekend on Gentry Collins, the Iowa-Missouri overseer for Republican presidential nominee John McCain.
(A hat tip to JohnCombest.com, for first pointing out it out.)

The story appears to confirm what some of us in the Show-Me State suspected and have hinted at in numerous stories: Missouri GOP executive director Jared Craighead appears to be the de facto McCain chief in Missouri.

The story also has an interesting aside on an episode that occurred between McCain and U.S. Sen. Christopher “Kit” Bond, R-Mo.  The two men’s historically frosty relationship is widely known among reporters and Republican insiders. (Bond initially supported former New York Mayor Rudy Giuliani for president, and switched to McCain only after the mayor dropped out.)

Hulshof, Nixon battling like playground rivals

By Tony Messenger
POST-DISPATCH JEFFERSON CITY BUREAU

10/05/2008

JEFFERSON CITY — Kenny Hulshof and Jay Nixon are playing their own version of the old playground game, "My Daddy is bigger than your Daddy."
But this one is in reverse. Call it: "Your tax increase is bigger than my tax increase."
The two candidates for Missouri governor have been focused in recent weeks on the same thing that's on a lot of our minds: the nation's faltering economy. 
Nixon, the Democrat, and Hulshof, the Republican, both have pollsters that tell them the same thing: Missourians are worried about the economy. A recent Post-Dispatch poll showed that the economy has jumped over health care as the top issue in the governor's race. So it's no surprise that both are talking about jobs and taxes. 
Nixon was first out of the chute with a television ad blaming Hulshof for all sorts of economic ills: big earmarks, like the now infamous Bridge to Nowhere, and the flow of American jobs overseas. In fact, while in Congress, Hulshof did vote for a bill that offered tax incentives for companies doing business in China. According to the government, more than 40,000 Missouri jobs have been shipped overseas because of it. 
Nixon followed that jab with another ad that accused Hulshof of supporting the largest tax increase in Missouri history. And again, on that point, the ad was accurate. At the time, Hulshof told reporters that he supported the measure.
But Hulshof soon put up his own ad. Its message: Nixon supported the biggest tax hike in Missouri history.
Again, true. While a state senator, Nixon voted to put a tax increase to voters as part of Gov. Mel Carnahan's push to increase education spending. While the vote doesn't necessarily indicate support for the tax, to say otherwise is a bit of a dodge.
Because of the Hancock Amendment, Missouri voters have the final say on all tax increases. So while lawmakers aren't necessarily endorsing an increase by putting it on the ballot, getting there is half the battle. And Nixon later heaped praise on the positive effects of the tax hike. 
So, in the playground game, at this point, it was a classic draw, each candidate holding the other in a headlock, waiting for one to cry "uncle." 
Then Hulshof decided to pull a version of "My Daddy's bigger than Hulk Hogan."
His next ad said Nixon's health care proposal will trigger a billion-dollar tax increase, and it refers to "experts" to back him up. The experts in question are state Sen. Gary Nodler and state Rep. Allan Icet, two Republicans with important budget responsibilities — and who happen to be Hulshof backers.
Sensing that his tactics were working, Hulshof kicked even more playground gravel in Nixon's face by airing an ad calling Nixon's previous ad "bull." 
Hulshof accused Nixon of endorsing even more tax hikes, because as attorney general, Nixon defended the Carnahan-backed tax increase voters had approved.
That charge, at least on that tax increase, isn't fair: As attorney general, Nixon was required by the constitution to defend the state.
But Hulshof took his accusation about Nixon's alleged billion-dollar tax increase even further, alleging that the "experts" are the nonpartisan employees of the House Appropriations staff. 
There is nothing nonpartisan about Nodler and Icet, and that makes that claim untrue. The two lawmakers might have gotten their numbers from the nonpartisan staff, but the opinion about the supposed tax increase is all theirs. The staff never issued any such report.
Maybe that's why Nixon responded with yet another ad about Hulshof's voting to send jobs to China. Nixon ended with a stunning right hook, accusing Hulshof of saying Missouri's economy "is just fine."
But Hulshof hasn't said that. He has defended many of the economic policies of the current Republican administration, and he has said those policies have put Missouri in "a good place" in terms of its economic climate. 
Finding the truth in campaign ads, it seems, is as difficult as determining the winner of a playground scrum.
Both Nixon and Hulshof have backed tax increases in one way or another. But what voters care about is what they'll do going forward. And on that regard, both men are reading from the same script. 
They won't raise taxes. They'll cut them. 
They'll increase funding for health care and education. They'll bring jobs to Missouri and keep state spending under control. 
In the end, when they're done knocking over each other's sand castles, this is what they promise: A better economy. More jobs. Lower taxes. 
Sounds like a tall order.
Even for Hulk Hogan.

Donor’s gift to Hulshof at issue

By KIT WAGAR
The Kansas City Star 

Kenny Hulshof’s campaign for governor received $100,000 from school-choice advocate Rex Sinquefield the same day Hulshof announced an urban-school reform plan that included taxpayer subsidies for private-school tuition.

The contribution, received by Hulshof on Tuesday, came from the political fundraising committee Missourians Needing Education Alternatives — Statewide. The committee is one of 100 that Sinquefield, a retired mutual fund magnate, set up last year to fund candidates who support his political philosophy emphasizing free markets and school choice.

Democrats quickly assailed the contribution, noting that Democratic candidate Jay Nixon has pledged not to take money from Sinquefield and to oppose his “agenda of dismantling public school funding.” They called on Hulshof to give the money back.

“Congressman Hulshof put his plan for the education of Missouri’s children on the auction block,” said Zac Wright, a spokesman for the Democratic Party. “He traded the future of Missouri kids in urban public schools for $100,000 in campaign cash from a special-interest front group.”

Hulshof spokesman Scott Baker said there was no connection between Sinquefield’s donation and Hulshof’s announcement, which was originally scheduled for the previous day. The Democrats’ criticisms were an attempt to draw attention away from Nixon’s record of doing nothing to address the troubled schools in Missouri’s largest cities, he said.

Hulshof laid out a five-point plan Tuesday to turn around the state’s two largest urban districts. The centerpiece was a proposal to provide tax credits for donations to a scholarship fund that urban children could tap to pay for tutoring or private school tuition.

Vouchers, which would give money directly to students to pay tuition at private schools, are prohibited by the state Constitution. Therefore, Republicans who support the idea have pushed a roundabout way of achieving the same result through the use of tax credits.

Hulshof said dramatic actions are needed because of the abysmal performance of the St. Louis and Kansas City schools.

Baker said the contribution from Sinquefield’s committee paled in comparison to the $500,000 that Nixon received Sept. 10 from the American Federation of State, County and Municipal Employees, which represents some state workers.

Baker said those contributions suggest that Nixon is beholden to organized labor. Hulshof, meanwhile, opposes organizing by public employees because they are public servants paid by taxpayers.

Missourians Needing Education Alternatives is actually the name of 12 committees Sinquefield set up last year with the same name followed by a different region of the state. The name has the same acronym as the state’s largest teachers’ union, the Missouri National Education Association.

The multiple committees enabled Sinquefield to circumvent the state’s limit on campaign contributions because each committee was considered a separate donor. Under the previous law, which was repealed Aug. 28, each donor was allowed to give a maximum of $1,350 to each candidate.

Sunday, October 05, 2008

Unions contribute more than $100,000 to Nixon campaign 

THE TURNER REPORT

A 48-hour report filed today with the Missouri Ethics Commission, shows another $153,375 in cash has been injected into Democratic gubernatorial candidate Jay Nixon's campaign, with about two-thirds of that total coming from union sources.

Nixon received $50,000 from the Missouri State United Auto Workers PAC and $55,875 from six Teamsters chapters, with four contributing $9,375, a fifth giving $8,375, and the sixth $10,000.

Other contributions came from:

Shaffer Lombardo Shurin, Kansas City, $28,550; Lisa Wendt, San Francisco, Calif., $10,000; Kirby McInerney LLP, New York, $9,000

Since contribution limits were repealed Aug. 28, Nixon has picked up $3,453,025.

Nixon's opponent, Congressman Kenny Hulshof, who has not filed any 48-hour reports today, has received $2,775,990. 

Analysis: Some schools get zip from casino measure

Sunday, October 05, 2008

By DAVID A. LIEB

Associated Press Writer

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) The ballot measure is called the ''Schools First Elementary and Secondary Education Funding Initiative.'' But at least at first, not all schools actually would get money from it.

In fact, about one-quarter of Missouri's public school students attend class in districts that are projected to get nothing next year from the ballot measure.

At issue is the item entitled Proposition A on the Nov. 4 ballot. It repeals Missouri's nationally unique loss limit that bars gamblers from buying more than $500 of chips or tokens every two hours. It raises taxes on casinos, and it caps the number of casino licenses that can be granted in Missouri.

With the repeal of loss limits, the Missouri Gaming Commission projects that casinos will increase their revenues by about 30 percent.

As a result of the larger tax base and higher tax rate, the Missouri auditor's office estimates that K-12 schools will receive between $105 million and $130 million annually, and that other state and local government programs also will get more money.

A study being released Monday by ballot measure supporters projects larger figures. It estimates the increased K-12 money at between $126 million and $144 million, because it accounts for two new St. Louis area casinos that weren't included in the state calculation.

The question then is what does this mean for particular schools?

The Department of Elementary and Secondary Education has projected a school-by-school impact of the ballot measure, should voters approve it.

According to that projection, the initiative would result in no new money next fiscal year for 115 of the state's 524 school districts, which teach 27 percent of all students. On the excluded list would be the state's largest districts of St. Louis and Kansas City, some big suburban districts such as Independence and Parkway, and numerous smaller school systems such as Craig, Norborne and the Delta district of Pemiscot County.

It's not that the drafters of the casino ballot measure intentionally excluded those schools. Rather, they wrote the initiative so that the new casino taxes would be distributed through the state's school funding formula adopted in 2005.

Among the many complexities of that formula is the fact that some school districts do not receive money through it. That's either because their local revenues place them above what the state considers an adequate amount of money to educate their students, or the formula would result in them getting less money than they got in the 2005-2006 school year.

So those schools are ''held harmless'' from state funding cuts and instead receive a separate state payment.

Because the initiative raises the amount of money deemed adequate for a good education, it's possible that some of those currently excluded schools could fall below the higher adequacy target in the future and thus receive money from the casino ballot measure. But there's no guarantee of that.

Scott Charton, a spokesman for the casino-financed coalition sponsoring the ballot measure, acknowledges that not all schools are guaranteed a funding increase.

But ''four-fifths of the districts are going to get new money without a tax increase in some cases, millions'' of dollars more, Charton said. He also notes that St. Louis and Kansas City schools stand to benefit regardless, because the casinos located there pay local taxes and spawn other businesses, which also pay taxes.

Yet some experts on Missouri's school funding method are concerned about the changes the casino initiative would make.

The current funding formula distributes money according to an ''adequacy target'' based on the average amount of money the state's best-performing school districts spend to educate their students. That formula so far has withstood a legal challenge from suing schools who claimed the state's K-12 spending was both inadequate and inequitable.

In a memo written near the end of this year's legislative session, one of the Senate staffers involved in developing the 2005 funding formula warned the Joint Committee on Education that the casino initiative could undermine the state's rational school funding approach. Donald Thalhuber said the initiative displays a ''lack of foresight'' and, if approved by voters, might need to be altered by legislators to make it mesh with the school funding formula.

Sen. Rob Mayer, an opponent of the initiative's loss limit repeal and chairman of the joint education panel, expressed concern that the ballot initiative could open the state to a new round of legal challenges against Missouri's school funding method.

''With this (initiative) petition, it appears to me adequate funding would be based not only on how much the accredited schools have spent on their education, but also on how much people lose at the gambling boat, which I don't think the court would find as a rational basis for funding,'' said Mayer, R-Dexter.

Brad Ketcher, an attorney working with the initiative sponsors, neither agreed nor disagreed with the assertion that the ballot measure would make a philosophical change to Missouri's school funding formula.

He said the initiative intentionally was written to alter the definition of adequate school funding to help ensure the new casino tax revenues would, in fact, be treated as new revenues for schools and not used to supplant existing state moneys, which would then be spent for other purposes.

Simply put: ''Our goal is to increase education funding,'' Ketcher said.

EDITOR'S NOTE David A. Lieb as covered state government and politics for The Associated Press since 1995.

Energy initiative in Missouri enjoys powerful support

By KAREN DILLON
The Kansas City Star 

Proposition C, the renewable energy initiative on Missouri’s November ballot, appears to have lots of support and little organized opposition.

Indeed, the Missouri Clean Energy Initiative has raised more than $325,000 for its campaign after groups collected enough signatures to put the measure on the ballot.

Proposition C would require at least 2 percent of electricity to be generated by investor-owned utilities from sources such as wind, solar, biomass and hydropower by 2011 and at least 15 percent by 2021.

Supporters say it is essential that the initiative be approved to help break the country’s foreign oil dependency and to slow the economic crisis. Already, 26 states have passed renewable energy standards. In Missouri, 82 percent of electricity is generated by coal, with most of the rest provided by natural gas and nuclear plants.

“By investing in wind, solar and the next generation of biofuels, we can produce the energy we use right here in Missouri,” said Tony Wyche, a spokesman for the Missouri Clean Energy Initiative, who added that high-quality jobs also would be a result. “By voting yes, Missouri voters can have a say in where we get our energy from and can ensure that we are creating jobs.”

The initiative also offers a couple of benefits for customers. Each customer who installs a new or expanded solar electric system can receive a rebate of $2 per installed watt of electricity. Consumers also may save $331 million on their electric bills through cheaper renewable energy over the next 20 years if Proposition C passes, a study says.

Missouri has only three investor-owned electric utilities, and none opposes the measure outright. Kansas City Power & Light officials support the initiative. AmerenUE and Empire District Electric Co. officials say they are neutral.

KCP&L spokesman Chuck Caisley said the utility is committed to using “clean, renewable energy sources.” Already, KCP&L owns and operates a 100-megawatt wind farm and is committed to pursuing a 300-watt reduction in energy demand by 2012 by adopting energy efficiency programs.

“We are 100 percent committed,” Caisley said.

Warren T. Wood, executive director of the Missouri Energy Development Association, which represents investor-owned utilities, also said his organization is neutral.

Wood agreed that renewable energy is an important piece of moving away from foreign oil dependency. But he said he is concerned that mandates and a time frame could cause the cost of electricity, which is considered cheap in Missouri, to increase.

Currently, residential customers pay the fifth-lowest rate in the country, commercial customers pay the second-lowest rate and industrial customers pay the sixth-lowest rate.

Proposition C got its beginnings in a grassroots movement after the General Assembly for several years failed to pass a renewable energy standard.

Support for the initiative has poured in from around the country in the form of cash.

Some of the bigger donors include $70,000 from the Sierra Club; $50,000 from the American Wind Energy Association, a national trade association that represents the wind energy industry; and $25,000 from Iberdrola Renewables, an Oregon company that announced in September it is constructing a wind farm near Tarkio, Mo.

“I think there is widespread support for Missouri producing its own energy and breaking its dependency on foreign oil, and there are a lot of people who want that to happen,” Wyche said. “I think you will see even more support as you get to November.”

Koster's ex-wife gives $140K to Gibbons 

There was some buzz in the primary season when Rebecca Nissikas donated $200,000 to a dormant political action committee to fight Sen. Chris Koster's attorney general campaign. That move, of course, was unsuccessful at stopping Koster from winning the four-way Democratic primary.

Now, Nissikas has poured $140,000 in Senate President Pro Tem Michael Gibbons' campaign coffers, according to a new report from the Missouri Ethics Commission.
The report also shows that Nissikas' father - Frank Bowman - provided $90,000 to Gibbons' campaign. Nissikas sent the Tribune an e-mail explaining the reason she decided to donate.

"My father grew up during the Depression and fought in World War II. My mother is the child of immigrants who were so very proud to be Americans," Nissikas wrote near the end of her e-mail. "My family taught me to love my country and support worthwhile causes both political and charitable. I was born and raised in Missouri and I am thankful for my Midwestern upbringing . My family and I are longtime donors of time and money to charities and political causes and often have donated large amounts. The amount of money I have given in the AG's race has been large because I feel Chris has made money so important in this campaign that in order for the other candidates
to have a chance they need more funding than would normally be involved in a race of this level. I simply believe in my heart that it is the right thing to do."

Koster caused a stir early on when he took in big donations, including sizable contributions from people in favor of embryonic stem cell research.

The big contribution comes only a few days after Gibbons received a $1.1 million check from the Republican State Leadership Committee. 

You can read Nissikas' full statement by clicking on the link below.

I have recently made a contribution in the Attorney General's race. Should this once again be of interest I hope the following helps to explain my action.
I am a registered Independent. I have always voted and supported "both sides". However, during my marriage to Chris Koster it was difficult for me to publicly support Democrats. I certainly do not feel the best Democrat won the primary for Missouri attorney general. My goal in making a contribution in this race is to support what I feel is in the best interest of my home state of Missouri .

I have been impressed with Margaret Donnelly, Jeff Harris and Mike Gibbons. I do not count Molly Williams as a real candidate since the election results support my belief that her name was put on the ballot to give Chris an advantage over Margaret Donnelly. What stands out most to me is that I have heard overwhelmingly good things about the character of all three from both Democrats and Republicans. I have had several democrats share that they will be voting for Senator Gibbons.

I believe my experience with Chris Koster, as an individual and as a public servant, gives me a unique perspective. His record as an individual and as a public servant have shown him to be an opportunist. It took me a long time to fully understand his true character, but there were clues all along.

I remember being sickened when it seemed like he looked at murders more like media opportunities than tragedies. An example of this is the John Robinson case. I had concerns with his political actions early on and I regret that I often helped him instead of standing up for what I felt was wrong. One instance in which I wish I would have acted differently is when Chris dropped out of the 1996 Attorney General's race amid scandal just a year after being elected prosecutor. I insisted he return his campaign contributions and gave him the funds to do so.

My father grew up during the Depression and fought in World War II. My mother is the child of immigrants who were so very proud to be Americans. My family taught me to love my country and support worthwhile causes both political and charitable. I was born and raised in Missouri and I am thankful for my midwestern upbringing . My family and I are longtime donors of time and money to charities and political causes and often have donated large amounts. The amount of money I have given in the AG's race has been large because i feel Chris has made money so important in this campaign that in order for the other candidates to have a chance they need more funding than would normally be involved in a race of this level. I simply believe in my heart that it is the right thing to do. Thank you for taking the time to read this.
Rebecca Nassikas

Posted by Jason Rosenbaum COLUMBIA DAILY TRIBUNE BLOG
Koster's ex-wife donates $140,000 to AG opponent Gibbons

COLUMBIA | The ex-wife of Chris Koster this weekend dropped another large donation opposing his candidacy for Missouri attorney general.
This time, Rebecca Bowman Nassikas gave $140,000 to his Republican opponent, Michael Gibbons.The donation was received by the campaign on Friday and reported in a Missouri Ethics Commission filing on Sunday afternoon. It follows a $200,000 contribution from Nassikas to an obscure political committee in the Democratic primary. 

When reached by phone Sunday evening, Nassikas e-mailed a prepared statement to Prime Buzz. It reads, in part:

"I believe my experience with Chris Koster, as an individual and as a public servant, gives me a unique perspective.  His record as an individual and as a public servant have shown him to be an opportunist.  It took me a long time to fully understand his true character, but there were clues all along.
"I remember being sickened when it seemed like he looked at murders more like media opportunities than tragedies.  An example of this is the John Robinson case. I had concerns with his political actions early on and I regret that I often helped him instead of standing up for what I felt was wrong."
Nassikas and Koster were divorced in 2003. She has since remarried and now lives in Arizona. Koster, a Democrat, is currently a state senator from Raymore and was Cass County prosecutor from 1994 to 2004.

Gibbons is a state senator from St. Louis County. 

The filing showing Nassikas' donation also includes a $90,000 contribution from Frank Bowman -- Nassikas' father and the former owner of a Jefferson City publishing company. 

Bowman is a regular political contributor, his daughter said, and this donation was unrelated to her stand against Koster.

Submitted by Jason Noble KC STAR PRIME BUZZ BLOG
Incumbent Ridgeway, challenger Aust face off in state Senate race

Two women differ across the board

SUN TRIBUNE - By Nancy Hull

Thursday, October 2, 2008 1:27 AM CDT 

To say Sandra Aust and Luann Ridgeway are on opposite sides of the fence might be an understatement.
The two women running for Clay County’s Senate District 17 race disagree on everything from health care to education.
Aust, a Democrat, would be new to the Senate, while Ridgeway, a Republican, is running for re-election.
Aust says it’s time for change.
“Things are a mess. I’m very disappointed in how we’ve been represented,” Aust said. “My opponent is the reason I am running.”
She said Clay County needs someone like her who will represent the progressive thinking of the majority of the citizens.
Ridgeway hopes voters look to her four years in the Senate when they make their choice.
“I have been a consistent voice of financial responsibility, local control and representing the interests of the people to government and not the other way around. People know what they’re getting with me,” she said.
Aust, a former nurse, criticizes Ridgeway’s role in the 2005 Legislature’s cuts to Medicaid, saying the decision left too many without health insurance and jobs.
“That’s outrageous. That never should have happened. We cannot do that to the weakest and sickest people in our state,” Aust said.
She said that there are some ideas held by various organizations that, if implemented, could improve access and affordability of care without raising state and taxpayer costs.
Ridgeway backs the Medicaid cuts, saying that the move curbed out-of-control welfare extensions while trimming a budget deficit.
“We are now able to spend more money per person for the people on welfare who truly need welfare,” Ridgeway said.
Aside from the health care issue, Aust said she’ll work to protect public education, expand K-12 education funding and find ways to make college more accessible. In addition, she said she would promote jobs in the areas of biotechnology and life science research and support stem cell research.
“People want change. We can’t stand four more years of this,” she said.
A Northland native, her leadership experience includes serving as commissioner and president of the Kansas City Board of Parks and Recreation.
Ridgeway said her highlights from the past four years include successfully fighting for job growth, increasing education dollars without raising taxes and supporting a proposal to give students in failing school districts an alternative choice.
If re-elected, she plans to help overhaul the tax system by shifting the burden of funding public programs away from property owners.
“There are many who want to push the reset and rewind button on millions of reforms we have made. We cannot let that happen. We need to continue to monitor the reforms we have made,” she said.

Auditor: TDDs lack oversight 
Montee suggests state role.
By T.J. GREANEY of the Tribune’s staff 

Published Sunday, October 5, 2008 

A new state audit finds the growth industry of transportation development districts is slowing down while the underlying problems remain with the tax districts. 

The report released Friday by Auditor Susan Montee shows that 13 TDDs were formed in Missouri in 2007, down from 22 the previous year. Montee did not know whether the change was a result of a general economic slowdown or a TDD saturation in the state, which has created 135 TDDs since 1997. 

Columbia builders formed only one TDD in 2007, at the Crosscreek shopping center planned for the interchange of Highway 63 and Stadium Boulevard. None has been formed this year. That’s a significant drop from an average of three TDDs per year in Columbia from 2004 through 2006. 

TDDs are quasi-governmental bodies created by shopping districts to impose a sales tax that pays for road and other improvements in and around the district. They each have their own board of directors, bylaws and are subject to virtually no oversight from state or local officials. The 12 TDDs in Columbia each charge an additional one-half percent on all purchases in those districts. 

Existing TDDs in Missouri will collect about $1.45 billion during their existence, which state law sets at a range from five to 40 years, Montee said. 

The auditor said she is not anti-TDD but believes they need some ground rules. "The way that most of these are set up is the owner of the property becomes the developer of the property and the person who sets the tax rates and the person who comes in and makes all the decisions on the project itself," she said. The owner "collects the money, hires the people - often related parties - and anyone coming in is paying that tax without having had any say whatsoever." 

Montee said she was disappointed a bill proposed this year by Rep. John Griesheimer, R-St. Louis County, never made it out of committee. She said the legislation would have addressed her three biggest concerns about TDDs by: 

● Forcing builders to notify the public before creating TDDs, which are created by court order. 

● Giving the Department of Revenue the authority to collect the taxes. In Columbia, the city collects and distributes the sales tax, but other municipalities allow TDDs to collect the money. 

● Giving authority to an independent and possibly elected official to oversee TDDs and ensure building contracts are competitively bid. 

Montee found that no-bid contracts and cronyism are rampant among Missouri’s TDDs. "I can’t tell you for sure that we’re overpaying, but we also can’t tell you that we’re getting a fair rate," she said. 

Craig Van Matre, who is legal counsel for five Columbia TDDs, said the districts often work faster and more efficiently than government. Cronyism mostly has been limited to Kansas City and St. Louis, he said. 

"In Columbia, we work very closely with the city," Van Matre said. "Our TDD meetings are at city hall. The city manager’s office gets copies of the minutes. We try to be as transparent as we can, and the projects, by and large, are projects approved by the city or by MoDOT as valid projects." 

Van Matre reeled off dozens of past and future TDD-financed projects that benefit the city, including: 

● Large surface water-retention facilities north of Gray Oak and Buttonwood drives to prevent neighborhood flooding, funded by the Grindstone Plaza TDD. 

● Widening of Stadium Boulevard north of Ash Street, paid for with funds from the Shoppes at Stadium TDD. 

● A connector road between Conley Road and Business Loop 70 to allow motorists to avoid driving onto Highway 63 or Interstate 70 to access Lowe’s, Wal-Mart and other stores. Construction funded partly by the Conley Road TDD could begin in 2010. 

Van Matre senses more state oversight on the horizon, but he said putting decisions for TDD projects in the hands of politicians would slow them down. Developers "don’t have that fear factor," he said. "Politicians will make decisions strictly to preserve themselves in office as opposed to doing what they know is good for the community. They don’t want to take the heat from the people on the fringes." 

Missouri State Public Defender System allowed to turn down cases

The change is because there are a large number of cases and lack of staff.

THE MANEATER - By Matt LaVeille
Oct. 3, 2008 

A new Missouri state regulation, which allows the Missouri State Public Defender System to deny clients on a case-by-case basis because of a high number of cases, went into effect Wednesday,  

The Missouri State Public Defenders Office will begin refusing cases in Columbia, Jefferson City and Springfield starting this week because of the overload of cases. The types of cases that will be refused vary from office to office, but will include probation hearings, traffic crimes, misdemeanors and less serious crimes. 

The Missouri State Public Defenders Office has not seen an increase in state funding, nor has it seen a measurable increase in staff since 2000. There are about 350 lawyers working in the Missouri public defender's office. 

The 36 district offices in the trial division of the public defender's office each handle on average anywhere from 150 to 300 cases a month. 

"The Missouri Public Defender System is the worst in the country in terms of funding," said J. Marty Robinson, director of the Missouri State Public Defender System. "We have some of the best defenders that you will find, but they just are not given the resources that they need, and it's a crying shame." 

According to the Missouri Public Defender Web site, the job of a public defender is "to provide legal representation to all indigent persons accused or convicted of crimes and those whose liberty is jeopardized in sexually violent predator commitment proceedings at all levels of the state trial court, appellate court, Missouri Supreme Court, and the United States Supreme Court."

Although the new system is intended to help out with the number of cases coming into the public defenders office, it might not solve all the problems.

"If things go well with the new system, it will be a temporary solution, but will not come close to solving the problem," said Rod Hackathorn, District Defender for Judicial Circuit 31.

The Missouri public defenders are not able to effectively represent everyone at this time due to the large amount of people requiring a public defender and lack of lawyers to represent them, Hackathorn said.

"We keep getting more and more cases, but our funding and staff has remained the same," Hackathorn said. "Currently, we do not have the funding to hire more public defenders because Gov. [Matt] Blunt put a hiring freeze on all state agencies, including the public defenders office." 

The Springfield Metropolitan Bar Association will meet Friday to set up a situation where if a case is declined by the public defenders office, volunteer lawyers will pick up the case.

"The judges, prosecutors, and private bar of the 31st Judicial Court of Greene County is an example of cooperation, they have agreed to take on some low level cases for free," Robinson said. "I hope the rest of the state follows so we will not have to have offices in a crisis."

THE TURNER REPORT - Thursday, October 02, 2008

Childers, Conservation head continue money grab 

(The following is my column from this week's Newton County News.)
It is not too often that Missourians jump at the opportunity to be taxed, but that has happened every time the sales tax for soil and water conservation and parks has been put before voters.
The tax was first approved in the 1980s, and then renewed by the voters twice more, each time by overwhelming margins.
As far as soil and water conservation is concerned, that money has been used at the local level through county boards, which supervise water and soil conservation projects and help local farmers.
The money has been distributed through local bodies such as the Newton County Soil and Water Conservation District Board, and from all reports, the efforts of that body as well as other local boards across the state have been successful.
But we are talking about a lot of money, so naturally, we have politicians who want to take that money out of the hands of local boards and put it in Jefferson City.
That effort is moving full speed ahead, with the help of a consulting company
hired by state Soil and Water Conservation Director Bill Foster. That company, Business Improvement Solutions, has several connections to disgraced former Rep. Nathan Cooper, R-Cape Girardeau, who is currently spending his time in a federal prison.
The state paid Business Improvement Solutions $24,475, slightly less than the $25,000 which would have required the job to go out for bids. The resulting study, complete with numerous grammatical errors, appears to recommend stripping local soil and conservation district boards of their power and centralizing the operation in Jefferson City.
Business Improvement Solutions, a limited liability company, was registered with the secretary of state's office April 27, 2007, with Nathan Cooper as its registered agent. A quick check of corporation records indicates no changes have been recorded. Cooper is also listed as the organizer for the business.
The Business Improvement Solutions study lists 1917 William Street, Cape Girardeau MO 63703 as the company's address...the same address as Nathan Cooper's immigration law practice. A website is listed at the top of the study cover letter, www.bisholdings.com, but it does not appear to be accessible. Google offers a cached photo of the contact page from the site, taken June 15, 2008. A Google search of Business Improvement Solutions, Cape Girardeau turns up only that page, two pages involving the Soil and Water Conservation study, and two mentions in The Turner Report.
I called the phone number listed on the study for Business Improvement Solutions, and it turned out to be a fax number.
The name listed on the study is Ron Randen, project manager, Business Improvement Solutions. In an article in the Aug. 30, 2007, Cape Girardeau Southeast Missourian, reporter Rudi Keller talked with Randen:
In the motion filed with the court, Cooper described his proposed voyage as a business trip on behalf of Business Improvement Solutions LLC, a company he created in April. Cooper's connection with the company was not mentioned in the court filing. Cooper's partner in the company said he wasn't aware Cooper was planning the trip.
"He organized the company for us a few months ago," said Ronald Randen of Gideon, Mo. "It never really got started. It was just in a dormant mode.

Except, of course, for the recent addition of $24,475 in taxpayer money.
Since I originally wrote about Business Improvement Solutions, it has come under the scrutiny of the Missouri secretary of state’s office, which has given the corporation until Oct. 26 to file correct information or be dissolved.
Soil and Water Conservation sources at the state level told me earlier this week they will present evidence at a news conference later this month which will show Department of Natural Resources Director Doyle Childers and Foster rigged the bidding specs so that only Business Improvement Solutions would be able to receive the contract for the study.
The same sources indicate they have documented evidence that will be presented at this news conference, which suggests Business Improvement Solutions was told what the contents of the study needed to be…even before the work had been done. 
Hopefully, the media will jump all over this brazen attempt to take control of hundreds of thousands of dollars out of local hands. 

Local governments feeling pain from economy

By Kevin McDermott
ST. LOUIS POST-DISPATCH

10/06/2008

It isn't just Wall Street and Main Street reeling from the national economic crisis. City Hall is feeling it, too.
In St. Louis, financing for renovations at the airport and the municipal courts has been stalled by the same lending crunch that has made it harder for consumers to take out car loans.
St. Charles County, hit with flat sales tax receipts, is freezing all nonessential travel.
Jefferson County, which has seen a decline in fee revenue, is leaving county job vacancies unfilled. The city of Arnold, struggling with high fuel costs, is considering charging residents for their garbage service, which is currently free. 

Missouri figures released Friday show individual and corporate income taxes down in September, numbers that state Commissioner of Administration Larry Schepker declared "cause for concern."
In Illinois, state treasury investment returns are plummeting, further strapping a state that was already on the verge of shuttering its parks and historic sites. 
The economic crisis is shaking the pillars of government from several directions: Wobbly retail and industry performance is dragging down tax revenue that various levels of government need to function. The credit crunch is making it harder for local governments to finance projects.
And most daunting, the drop in consumer confidence (translation: people buying less) is hitting local governments right where they live.
"As consumers cut back on their spending, sales tax revenue declines," said Gary Markenson, executive director of the Missouri Municipal League.
Less public money — and more difficulty in borrowing it — leads cities to cut back on services and put off public works projects, "which ripples through the economy, because those are jobs," he said.
Predictions of increased unemployment are expected to further diminish local government revenue. Already, Markenson said, local governments have seen their tax revenue flatten, and most expect it to actually start falling soon.
In some places, it has already happened. Sales tax revenue in St. Louis dropped in the quarter ending last month, marking the fourth consecutive quarter of decline, said Paul W. Payne, the city's budget director.
"It's a small decline, but it's still a decline," Payne said. "The problem is (determining) whether sales tax is an early indicator — is it a canary in a coal mine?" 
Other forms of government revenue are also lower. In Madison County, revenue is down about $2 million from what was projected, with half of that due to declines in recorder-of-deeds fees.
"Nobody's building or buying houses," said County Board Chairman Alan Dunstan.
DOUBLE WHAMMY
The shortfalls come as local governments already struggle with rising costs — especially fuel prices.
Police cars and other public vehicles need the same high-priced gasoline as everyone else. At the same time, higher pump prices prompt consumers to buy less gas, which drives down motor fuel tax revenue for cities.
With gasoline in Missouri at about $3.39 a gallon, the state Highway Patrol is encouraging officers to do "stationary patrols," with their engines off, while they watch for speeders.
The city of Ballwin also has seen a drop in sales tax revenue from auto sales because fewer people are buying cars.
"The only revenue source that we see increasing for 2009 is utility tax because of all the pending rate hikes," said City Administrator Bob Kuntz.
The city's fiscal strategy at this point, Kuntz said, is to "tread water."
Ballwin got lucky, at least, with its recent refinancing of a general obligation bond, a common form of borrowing money by local governments. The city closed the deal Sept. 8, before the current turmoil in the lending markets.
"We literally saved $120,000 in interest rates," Kuntz said. "That … would not have been possible two weeks later."
Other governments haven't been so lucky. 
St. Louis Comptroller Darlene Green told airport commissioners last week that the city is putting off until next year its plan to sell $100 million in bonds to finance renovation at Lambert-St. Louis International Airport. Its lead banker, Lehman Brothers, declared bankruptcy last month.
When the city does get the bond sale back off the ground, financing costs could be higher than previously anticipated.
The high cost of borrowing also is hitting public entities — and the consumers who rely on them — in some unpredictable places. The bathroom, for instance.
Customers of Metropolitan St. Louis Sewer District, which includes most of St. Louis County, could see their sewer bills rise because of what's happening on Wall Street. 
In August, voters approved a $275 million bond issue for the district, and it had planned to issue the first bonds this month. But MSD is now considering holding off because suddenly higher interest rates threaten to drive up the cost of that borrowing by millions of dollars.
"This is important to our individual customers, because interest is paid for through our (sewer) rates," said district spokesman Lance LeComb. "If our interests costs are higher, our costs are higher; and our costs are paid for through customers' monthly bills."
Governments that have gone ahead with bond sales are having problems, too. In Granite City, the recent sale of tax increment financing bonds for a downtown redevelopment raised only about $8.1 million of the $14 million to $15 million the city had hoped for, according to Mayor Ed Hagnauer.
The city is proceeding with renovations to the police and fire stations but may have to wait on a youth center, two library buildings and other plans.
WIDESPREAD PAIN
In Jefferson County, a hiring freeze is in place. Presiding Commissioner Chuck Banks said the county also is limiting the personal use of county vehicles, has delayed nonemergency maintenance of county buildings and is banning the idling of county vehicles at work sites.
St. Charles County Executive Steve Ehlmann in May ordered county agencies to stop all nonessential travel and to cut spending by 8 percent.
"They're doing things like putting off scheduled purchases of small office equipment," said county Finance Director Bob Schnur.
The county's operating budget for this year was based on an expected 3.25 percent increase in sales tax revenue; instead, it has been coming in at a slower pace than last year's. The revenue shortfall is about $1.3 million, Schnur said.
State governments are facing similar problems but on far larger scales. 
Illinois' problems are exacerbated by lower returns on the state's $14 billion investment portfolio. 
Illinois Treasurer Alexi Giannoulias says the $375 million in interest income the state got last year could plummet by as much as $237 million this year because of lower yields on investments.
That announcement came last week — even as the comptroller's office announced Illinois has a $1.8 billion backlog of unpaid state bills because the money isn't on hand to cover them.
Matthew Hathaway, Terry Hillig, Elizabethe Holland, Robert Kelly, Mark Schlinkmann and Virginia Young of the Post-Dispatch contributed to this report.
Bush visit points to more GOP involvement in Missouri

By Jo Mannies
POST-DISPATCHPOLITICAL CORRESPONDENT

10/04/2008

President George W. Bush made a short stop in St. Louis County on Friday to help raise $1.5 million for fellow Republican Kenny Hulshof, one of several signs that the national GOP is paying closer attention to the state.

Republican National Committee Chairman Robert M. "Mike" Duncan also was in the area Friday to attend the fundraiser and to encourage volunteers at the party's joint campaign headquarters in Maryland Heights.

"Missouri is a target state," Duncan said in a brief telephone interview. "You're going to see an RNC presence here until Election Day. We're doing very well here." 

He discounted recent polls, including several for the Post-Dispatch, that show Hulshof trailing Democratic opponent Jay Nixon and Democratic presidential candidate Barack Obama about even against Republican John McCain. 

Analysts and many activists in both major parties say McCain must carry Missouri to win the White House.

McCain's campaign indicated as much earlier this week, when leaders announced that his campaign was withdrawing workers, money and ads from Michigan and shifting them to a handful of other key states, including Missouri.

As of last week, Obama was outspending McCain by a huge margin for TV ads in Missouri. The latest figures by TNSMI-Campaign Media Analysis Group, a nonpartisan firm monitoring TV ad spending for the Post-Dispatch, showed Obama spending at least $369,035 on ads airing in Missouri last week, compared with $115,752 for McCain. The Republican was running ads only in St. Louis and Kansas City, while Obama's ads were airing statewide. 

Duncan said he was heartened by the thousands who turned out Thursday night for a rally featuring Republican vice presidential nominee Sarah Palin at St. Louis University's Chaifetz Arena. The rally followed Palin's 90-minute debate with the Democratic running mate, Joe Biden, at Washington University. Duncan said the rally turnout underscored his confidence that Missouri will go for McCain.

"The people of Missouri match up with the values of the McCain-Palin ticket," Duncan said.

Missouri Democratics disagree. On Friday, the party and labor launched the first of several events in the coming days aimed at highlighting the plight of area workers who have lost jobs.

"They're shipping our jobs to Canada, and we've heard nothing from the Bush administration," said Joe Shields, president of United Auto Workers Local 110. Shields expects to lose his job soon as a result of Chrysler's decision to curb production at one Fenton plant and close another by Oct. 31.

Hulshof was accompanying Bush on Air Force One. Hulshof spokesman Scott Baker said the congressman was thrilled to get the president's help, but noted that the two had their differences. Earlier Friday, Hulshof had voted against the $700 billion bailout package for financial institutions that Bush had supported.

First lady visits Wilder home

Laura Bush recognizes museum site's designation.

Donna Baxter
News-Leader 
Mansfield -- First lady Laura Bush toured the Laura Ingalls Wilder Home and Museum on Friday and presented museum curator Jean Coday with a letter and certificate designating the site as an official project of Save America's Treasures at the National Trust for Historic Preservation.

"Laura Ingalls Wilder has always been one of my favorite authors," said the librarian turned first lady.

Bush said she grew up on "Little House" stories and later read them to her daughters. She still has the same books her mother read to her when she was small.

"I've always wanted to come here," she said. "It's really a thrill to get to see where she wrote the books that meant so much to me."

The first lady said she especially enjoyed seeing the desk where Wilder wrote the books, family photographs and artifacts like "Pa's fiddle" that were a big part of her stories.

Bush said that stories of the early American frontier are very instructive for children. Wilder's story is what life was like on the prairie. It illustrates how poor people were but also how rich in character and strength they were, she said.

"What really mattered to them was ... being able to be with each other and at least provide for their families."

Laura in the books is the one with whom Bush said she could identify with "because my name is Laura and I had brown hair like she did," she said.

Save America's Treasures -- a program dedicated to the preservation and celebration of historic and cultural treasures -- will give advice to Coday and the board so they can apply for an SAT grant, she said.

Field trip
Fifth-graders from Springfield Lutheran School will never forget their trip to the museum Friday.

Teacher Kari Wanner said the class scheduled their field trip about a month ago after studying about Wilder.

"When we got here, they kind of shuffled us through real quick in anticipation of the first lady's arrival," said Wanner. "They told us we could wait to watch the motorcade go in."

They decided to eat their lunch in the park by the parking lot and then take their tour after the first lady left.

But instead of driving off, Bush's entourage stopped at the end of the drive, and she got out and crossed the highway. The kids were excited and wanted to talk.

"We were all screaming when she came over," said Bailey Bowe. "We were all so happy."

Emma Brand and Ethan Johnson both said it was a day they'd remember the rest of their lives.

Anna Colwell said, "I never thought we'd get to meet her."

Jacqui Mostrom and Anna Loos agreed meeting Bush was "pretty much the best experience" they've ever had.

Obama campaign accused of intimidation

By SCOTT CANON
The Kansas City Star 

It began as a St. Louis television story about Barack Obama standing tough against unfair attack ads. It became a Republican accusation that he was bullying critics.

When Obama included prosecutors and sheriffs on his “truth squad,” the intent was to add integrity to debunking ads. But Republicans said the presence of law officers chilled legitimate Obama opposition and support for Republican John McCain.

Missouri Gov. Matt Blunt, a Republican, last week issued a statement from his gubernatorial office accusing Obama of “threats of prosecution and criminal punishment.” That helped charge the story’s circulation on the Internet and conservative talk radio.

Obama’s camp noted that every campaign uses local politicians to knock down false statements and that labeling the tactic a dirty trick is disingenuous.

“It’s preposterous,” said Justin Hamilton, a spokesman for the Obama Missouri organization. “The reason why we have a truth squad is because the McCain campaign has a history of leveling false … attacks.”

It all started with a KMOV-TV report by John Mills, who said “prosecutors and sheriffs from across Missouri … will be reminding voters that Barack Obama is a Christian who plans to lower taxes on anybody making less than $250,000.”

Then he quoted two members of the “truth squad” on camera saying they would challenge unfounded attacks. He added that they would “respond immediately to any ads and statements that might violate Missouri ethics laws.”

The prosecutors deny mentioning anything about state ethics laws, and objected to the tone of the presentation, including an anchor’s statement that Obama’s camp wanted “law enforcement to target” people for campaign lies.

Republicans labeled it intimidation, claiming the state GOP office fielded calls from people fearful of posting yard signs for John McCain or speaking out against Obama in public.

“The unfortunate consequence of it was that it did intimidate people,” said Tina Hervey, a spokeswoman for the Missouri Republican Party.

Jefferson County Sheriff Oliver “Glenn” Boyer, a Democrat on the Obama squad, objected to the charge: “It infuriates me,” he said, “that anybody would accuse me of intimidation.”

Blunt: U.S. investing, not bailing

House passes $700 billion bailout on second try.

Julie Hirschfeld Davis
The Associated Press 
Washington -- With the economy on the brink of meltdown and elections looming, a reluctant Congress abruptly reversed course and approved a historic $700 billion government bailout of the battered financial industry on Friday. President Bush swiftly signed it.

"We have acted boldly to help prevent the crisis on Wall Street from becoming a crisis in communities across our country," Bush said shortly after the plan cleared Congress on a 263-171 vote, although he conceded, "our economy continues to face serious challenges."

His somber warning was underscored on Wall Street, where enthusiasm over the rescue gave way to worries about obstacles still facing the economy, and the Dow Jones industrials dropped 157 points. The Labor Department said earlier in the day that employers had slashed 159,000 jobs in September, the largest cut in five years.

U.S. Rep. Roy Blunt, R-Springfield, argued during House debate that the bill is "not a bailout."

"It's a situation where American taxpayers invest money in a way that ensures they have a return," Blunt said from the floor. "This is a chance where American taxpayers are investing in their future."

Blunt said the bill contains "every known oversight mechanism ever conceived by government" to ensure taxpayer money is not wasted in the purchasing of junk mortgage-based assets to relieve banks and Wall Street.

In a conference call with Missouri reporters, Blunt tried to dispel criticism that the rescue plan amounts to a new government spending plan.

"Really, this ought to be looked at not as a government spending program, but a government investment program," Blunt said.

The historic vote was a striking turnaround from the measure's spectacular failure earlier in the week, which had triggered a massive stock sell-off and prompted jittery lawmakers -- fearing a crushing economic contagion that was spreading to their constituents -- to reconsider.

"Let's not kid ourselves: We're in the midst of the recession. It's going to be a rough ride, but it will be a whole lot rougher ride" without the rescue plan, said Rep. John A. Boehner, R-Ohio, the minority leader.

The bailout, which gives the government broad authority to buy up toxic mortgage-related investments and other distressed assets from tottering financial institutions, is designed to ease a credit crunch that began on Wall Street but is engulfing businesses around the nation.

Rep. Barney Frank, D-Mass., the Financial Services Committee chairman, said the rescue bill was just the beginning of a much larger task Congress will tackle next year: overhauling housing policy and financial regulation in a legislative effort he compared to the New Deal.

Just four days earlier, the previous version of the bill was sent down to defeat, largely at the hands of angry conservative Republicans. On Friday, a total of 33 Democrats and 25 Republicans switched from opposition to support. In all, 91 Republicans joined 172 Democrats to support the measure, while 108 Republicans and 63 Democrats voted "no."

After the breathtaking House defeat on Monday, Senate leaders took custody of the rescue, adding $110 billion in tax breaks to attract additional support. They attached the overall measure to a popular bill mandating broader mental health coverage in the insurance industry.

The rescue measure was changed to lift, from $100,000 to $250,000, the cap on government bank deposit insurance -- a key priority for Republicans. Also key to winning GOP support was a decision by the Securities and Exchange Commission to ease accounting rules that require financial institutions to show the deflated value of assets on their balance sheets.

The plan -- initially a three-page request from the Bush administration for unlimited power to use $700 billion any way it saw fit to stabilize markets -- swelled to more than 450 pages as negotiators added restrictions for the administration and sweeteners for anxious members of Congress.

Lawmakers added greater supervision over the $700 billion -- including a process where Congress could vote to block half the money -- measures to protect taxpayers and steps to crack down on "golden parachutes" for corporate executives whose companies benefit from the bailout.

No House members from region switched vote on bailout

By Bob Albrecht and Deirdre Shesgreen

POST-DISPATCH WASHINGTON BUREAU

10/04/2008

WASHINGTON — House members from Missouri and Southern Illinois split their votes in the financial bailout legislation that passed Friday. 

Rep. Roy Blunt of Missouri, a chief negotiator, said the modified bill includes additional taxpayer protections.

"This is a salvage operation, not a junkyard operation," Blunt said. "The oversight is strong. The law is strong in ways that ensure taxpayers won't lose money."

He added: "Bad things are going to continue to happen at some level in the economy, but nowhere near what it would have been." 

Voting in favor were Reps. Blunt, R-Stafford, Mo.; Russ Carnahan, D-St. Louis; Ike Skelton, D-Lexington, Mo.; and Jo Ann Emerson, R-Cape Girardeau, Mo.

Voting no were Reps. Kenny Hulshof, R-Columbia, Mo.; Todd Akin, R-Town and Country; William Lacy Clay, D-St. Louis; Jerry Costello, D-Belleville; and John Shimkus, R-Collinsville. 

None of the bistate area's lawmakers switched their votes from Monday's tally. 

Clay called the bill "outrageous." He said he was not tempted by the credits and other provisions added to the measure since Monday.

"They took a bad bill and made it worse by loading it up with $120 billion in earmarks," Clay said. "The legislation does not address the root cause of this crisis: home foreclosures."

More than 300,000 people lost their homes last month, Clay said, adding: "They didn't get a bailout."

After the vote, Costello said, "Ultimately, what the additions to this bill cannot hide is that at its core, it is no different from the proposal we voted on Monday."

Hulshof said his concerns about accounting practices were not addressed in the bill.

"Unfortunately, the bill today is still deficient in many areas," Hulshof said.

Carnahan said the bill was necessary to correct the failed policies of the past eight years.

"The legislation passed ensures the American taxpayer is protected through strong oversight and transparency, brings accountability to Wall Street by limiting CEO compensation and golden parachutes, and sequences the funding to ensure Congressional review and cost controls," he said.

Folks on Main Street hungry for accountability

By RICK MONTGOMERY
The Kansas City Star 

CARROLLTON, Mo. | Who’d be there to bail out Marla Ward?

She’s the daughter of Paula Sue McCumber, who is the daughter of the recently deceased Quenten “Pete” Harden, who opened the Main Street Restaurant in 1962.

Ward, a single mom, took out a loan and bought it last year: “Was it scary? I’m still scared.”

With all the talk about Wall Street, Main Street and the November elections, the people who work and eat at the family diner doubt that Congress really worries much about this Main Street and what Ward calls “a little, piddly restaurant.”

Across the street in a town of 4,100 sits the Carroll County Courthouse, and just down the block the local Republican and Democratic headquarters face each other.

It’s a red county that gave President Bush two-thirds support in 2004. He wouldn’t get it now. There may be more enthusiasm for the roast beef here than for the candidates.

John McCain, though not a darling, gets respect. No one expects Barack Obama to break through here.

But on this day at the Main Street grill, Washington has a bad odor no matter your party.

Ask the customers about the presidential race and few talk about personally needing anything from the federal government, much less the president.

“I’ve just a one-word request: accountability,” said local cabinet maker Bob Sweeney, a wiry man with gray whiskers that fan out like a feather duster. “No one’s accepting responsibility for the risks that Wall Street took,” which led to this week’s federal bailout.

Ward’s mother, Paula Sue, 66, is the pie lady.

“Business has been down because people don’t have the money to eat out. And one thing folks in Carrollton don’t like is if you raise your prices,” she says, “so we’re feeling the crunch.”

At the moment the pie lady is up to her elbows in barbecue sauce, rubbing a red glaze on spare ribs that will marinate overnight. Her daughter’s restaurant can’t afford a moment’s worth of slack, so Paula Sue will talk as she works:

“I don’t think a president can do anything about the economic mess this year or even next. But I’ll tell you,” and then the husky voice drops to a whisper, “I’m not going to stand for four more years of the same ol’.”

She raises her hands out of the big bowl of ribs, sauce dripping down her forearms.

“I don’t imagine things were better off before. I know it. I was here” at 11 S. Main.

•••

The door opens at 5:30 a.m.

Paula Sue bakes the pies from scratch. Husband Terry McCumber works the short-order grill. Owner Marla arrives with her own daughter, 10-year-old Kelcie, before rushing her to school. Kelcie wants to run the place someday.

Cook Sandy Frakes, a ceaseless blur in the kitchen for 14 years, shows up three hours before sunup. Brad Bristow has washed the dishes since he was in high school, and now he’s 30.

“The reason I bought the place,” says Ward, 41, “is I couldn’t stand thinking about something that’s been in the family for so long going to a stranger.”

Should her diner suddenly need a cash infusion, she wouldn’t know where to turn — especially if credit froze up at the First National Bank on the corner.

So she’ll keep doing her best.

Self-sufficiency is the pride of her restaurant and of all Carrollton — tidy, neighborly and still celebrating its 2005 All-American City Award.

Local teens raised their own funds to build a skate park. Money willed by a longtime landowner built a two-story library. For years a volunteer group, led by Sweeney, the cabinet maker, has toiled nights and weekends to save the Uptown Theater from the wrecking ball.

“At some point you have to decide to step up and save yourselves,” says ex-mayor Sharon Metz over a 75-cent cup of coffee.

Ordering the tenderloin for lunch, John Bittiker, an independent voter who runs a hardware store, says: “Some big program out of Washington takes a long time to affect us out here. By the time it reaches us, the circumstances change.

“We’re a rural community. If the farmer makes money, he’ll spend money and you see that ripple effect immediately.”

It’s harvest time, and corn and soybean growers have been making money on strong commodity prices. But heavy rains in the spring cut into yields, and farmer David Swearingin, at table N2, expects to spend $30,000 fueling his combines.

In a working-class town where about 40 percent of public school children qualify for the federal free-lunch program, alternative fuel production may be the brightest economic spot. Swearingin and other investors soon will open a biofuel plant employing 50 and crushing 38 million bushels of soybeans yearly.

Restaurant customer Rex Buhrmester is part of another effort that recently opened an ethanol plant east of town. He supports McCain, even though McCain has a record of opposition to federal ethanol subsidies.

“I’m looking at the bigger picture with McCain — the good of the country,” Buhrmester said.

•••

The pie lady, Paula Sue, steps from the kitchen to chat with County Collector/Treasurer Alta M. O’Neal — a Democrat toting a small sack of campaign goodies in her quest for re-election. A complimentary bag of popcorn includes a card that says, “I’m just ‘poppin’ in for a vote!!”

She’s been going door to door. “I’m not going to argue national issues on someone’s porch,” O’Neal says. “If our Republicans don’t cross party lines to vote for me, I’d be out of office.”

Paula Sue, who is white, laments some of the nasty terms she’s heard applied to Obama, including, on rare occasion, the N-word. “Oh, I hate that word.” African-Americans make up only 3 percent of the local population, and on this morning, the restaurant clientele appears all white.

But there is a table of three women wearing Obama buttons: Marsha McAuliffe, Sharon Sugg and Judy Rood. They volunteer in the Democratic headquarters that opened two weeks ago, and all three live on Main Street.

They’ve not heard flagrant slurs against their candidate. In fact, they say, they’re surprised to see certain neighbors step into the office to seek literature — neighbors they assumed to be Republican.

“That’s the thing about a small town — you know each other,” says McAuliffe. “The people we’re trying to reach, we work with, we see them all the time, we have coffee with them on Main Street.”

Could Obama make a silent surge here? Not likely, but there’s anger over the bailout. Working people do struggle. An axle plant just laid off workers and may close, which would idle the husbands of two servers at the restaurant.

Frakes, the cook, could use a health-care plan, which the restaurant can’t afford to provide.

“I haven’t decided on a candidate,” she says. “But, yes, things do feel unsettling.”

Hulshof gets $100,000 from Sinquefield committee after announcing school choice plan

 UPDATED, 2:50 p.m.
  Kenny Hulshof’s campaign for governor received $100,000 from school choice advocate Rex Sinquefield the same day Hulshof announced an urban-school reform plan that included taxpayer subsidies for private-school tuition.

   The contribution, received by Hulshof on Tuesday, came from the cleverly named political fund-raising committee Missourians Needing Education Alternatives – Statewide. The committee is one of 100 that Sinquefield set up last year to fund candidates who support his political philosophy emphasizing free markets and school choice. 
   Democrats quickly assailed the contribution, noting that Democratic candidate Jay Nixon has pledged not to take money from Sinquefield and to oppose his “agenda of dismantling public school funding.” They called on Hulshof to give the money back.

   “Congressman Hulshof put his plan for the education of Missouri’s children on the auction block,” said Zac Wright, a spokesman for the Democratic Party. “He traded the future of Missouri kids in urban public schools for $100,000 in campaign cash from a special-interest front group.” 
   Hulshof spokesman Scott Baker said there was no connection between Sinquefield’s donation and Hulshof’s announcement, which was originally scheduled for the previous day. The Democrats’ criticisms were an attempt to draw attention away from Nixon’s record of doing nothing to address the troubled schools in Missouri’s largest cities, he said. 

   “His proposal can be summed up as nothing more than the status quo,” Baker said. “It’s the status quo that’s gotten us into this mess.”

   Sinquefield, a retired mutual fund magnate, made clear his intent to provide big money to candidates who agree with his views. 

   Hulshof laid out a five-point plan Tuesday to turn around the state’s two largest urban districts. The centerpiece was a proposal to provide tax credits for donations to a scholarship fund that urban children could tap to pay for tutoring or private school tuition. 

   Vouchers, which would give money directly to students to pay tuition at private schools, are prohibited by the state Constitution. Therefore, Republicans who support the idea have pushed a roundabout way of achieving the same result through the use of tax credits. 

   Hulshof said dramatic actions are needed because of the abysmal performance of the St. Louis and Kansas City schools. The St. Louis schools were taken over by the state and are being run by an appointed administrative board. The Kansas City schools have struggled to maintain their state accreditation and are on track to lose that accreditation within two years if changes are not made, he said. 

   That same day, the $100,000 contribution from Sinquefield’s committee arrived at Hulshof’s campaign.

   Baker said the contribution paled in comparison to the $500,000 that Nixon received Sept. 10 from the American Federation of State, County and Municipal Employees, which represents some state workers. 

   Missourians Needing Education Alternatives is actually the name of 12 committees Sinquefield set up last year with the same name followed by a different region of the state. The name has the same acronym as the state’s largest teachers’ union, the Missouri National Education Association.

   The multiple committees allowed Sinquefield effectively to circumvent the state’s limit on campaign contributions because each committee was considered a separate donor. Under the previous law, which was repealed Aug. 28, each donor was allowed to give a maximum of $1,350 to each candidate. 

   As of June 30, the Missourians Needing Education Alternatives – Statewide committee reported only $2,450 on hand. Sinquefield was the only contributor this year. 

   Contributions to the committee during the third quarter will be reported in quarterly reports due Oct. 15. Hulshof’s campaign, however, must report any contribution of more than $5,000 within 48 hours of receipt. 

   To see a copy of Hulshof's report, click on the attachment below. 

Submitted by Kit Wagar KC STAR PRIME BUZZ BLOG
Both sides spar over Sinquefield’s $100,000 to Hulshof

By Jo Mannies
Missouri’s contest for governor is once again snagging a few headlines, after several weeks of being overshadowed by the presidential contest, the vice presidential debate and the Washington bailout battle.

Amid the news of President George W. Bush’s quick visit Friday to help Missouri’s Republican candidate for governor, Kenny Hulshof, raise $1.5 million, the Missouri Democratic Party reported that Hulshof had just filed one of those 48-hour big-donation reports, this one showing that he received $100,000 from multi-millionaire financier/political activist Rex Sinquefield.

(As Political Fix had previously been the first to note, Sinquefield also chipped in $100,000 this week to Mayor Francis Slay’s re-election campaign.)

The Democrats’ release discloses that Hulshof’s $100,000 came from Sinquefield’s “Missourians Needing Education Alternatives PAC,” which the Democrats call “a front group for millionaire Rex Sinquefield and his ambition to divert public money to a private few in the form of school vouchers.”

But what’s more interesting to the Democrats: “The same day, Congressman Hulshof announced his plan to use taxpayer money to fund tax credits for contributions funding a school voucher program.”

“Congressman Hulshof put his plan for the education of Missouri’s children on the auction block,” said state Democratic Party spokesman Zac Wright in an e-release. “He traded the future of Missouri kids in urban public schools for $100,000 in campaign cash from a special-interest front group. Congressman Hulshof should give back the money and pledge not to divert desperately needed funds away from urban schools through vouchers.”

The party also added that its nominee for governor, Missouri Attorney General Jay Nixon is complying with his almost-year-old pledge to the Missouri Education Roundtable “not to take such money or support Sinquefield’s agenda of dismantling public school funding.”

Hulshof spokesman Scott Baker replied that there was no quid pro quo with Sinquefield, and called the Democrats’ accusation “a blatant attempt by Jay Nixon to divert attention from his sorry record on urban education.”

(Baker also countered that the press appears to have ignored, overlooked or underplayed Nixon’s $500,000 contribution a few weeks ago from the American Federation of State, County and Municipal Employees (AFSCME).  However, Fix’s own Jake Wagman dealt with that huge donation, among others, to both candidates a couple weeks ago.)

Gibbons stirs the political world with big haul 

For some time, political insiders have thought that Sen. Chris Koster, D-Harrisonville, would have an edge in the attorney general's race because of his ability to haul in big donations. 

Such skill was showcased when Koster was still a Republican. That's when the first-term lawmaker grabbed huge donations from, among other interests, advocates for stem cell research. He raised by far the most amount of money compared to the three other Democratic contenders for the statewide office.

But on Friday, Senate President Pro Tem Michael Gibbons showed that he too can procure an eye-popping donation. Gibbons, R-Kirkwood, grabbed a $1.1 million donation from the Republican State Leadership Committee-Missouri.
The donation comes after Koster engaged in a resource-draining primary against state Rep. Margaret Donnelly, D-Richmond Heights, and state Rep. Jeff Harris, D-Columbia. Gibbons - who had for a time been looking at a possible primary between Koster and U.S. Attorney Catherine Hanaway - was unopposed.

Could this donation be a game-changer? Well, it could provide Gibbons with fuel to boost his name recognition and perhaps attack Koster through the airwaves. 

The donation, of course, was possible because the General Assembly repealed the state's campaign finance limits.

Posted by Jason Rosenbaum COLUMBIA DAILY TRIBUNE BLOG

Kraske: What did Bond know? And does Funk have a death wish?

STEVE KRASKE - KC STAR PRIME BUZZ BLOG

Spinning the dial on a political world that’s been very, very generous to reporters:
***

What did Kit Bond know, and when did he know it?

Well, don’t ask the sleuths at the Justice Department who finally released their long-awaited report on the ouster of former U.S. attorney Todd Graves of western Missouri and eight others.

The investigation makes clear that Graves was booted because of bad blood between the staffs of Bond and Congressman Sam Graves, who happens to be Todd’s brother.

This is a feud that we’ve watched with mounting curiosity for years.

"It’s almost like (Graves) slapped his mother,” Jim Chappell, a North Kansas City restaurateur and longtime GOP figure told me last year.

Bond, the four-term U.S. senator, would have us believe he played no role in the farce, even though two of his top staffers spent months convincing the White House and Justice to give Todd the hook.

The report concluded that the staffers (believed to include Bond’s former state political director, Jason Van Eaton) wanted Congressman Graves’ then-chief of staff Jeff Roe fired, and they wanted Todd Graves to use his influence with big brother.

Didn’t happen.

And suddenly a six-figure job got very shaky.

What fueled the feud? The report doesn’t make that clear, although we were hearing years ago that Bond was weary of Roe’s search-and-destroy campaign missions that turned off even Republican voters.

The report added, “No one considered whether Graves was an effective U.S. attorney before seeking his removal."

Bond declined an interview with department investigators. Nice perk. Must go well with the bean soup in Senate dining rooms.But Bond did write the DOJ in a Sept. 8 letter he had nothing to offer them. “Staff of my office is available to you if you require further assistance."

Bond also wrote that at “no time” did he ever communicate with anyone in the administration regarding Todd’s performance as U.S. attorney.

Of course, that bikini scrap doesn’t cover the broad expanse of whether he ordered his staff to do exactly that.

Give the senator, who may run again in two years, some credit. He apologized publicly for his staff’s actions, a move rare among U.S. senators.

The DOJ continues to putter along on the case. The final chapter of this tale may yet to be written.

***

Does Mayor Mark Funkhouser have a death wish?

Two things happened last week that put that question into play:

1) Funkhouser held a news conference to outline his plans to establish “a clean slate” in his relations with the City Council.2) Word leaked that the mayor was talking to Roe (see: above) about an advisory role in his office.

The problem? Because of Roe’s reputation as a porcupine in a balloon shop, his ability to help Funkhouser shore up relations with a council comprised heavily of Democrats is dubious. No wonder City Hall was in an uproar.

And what would Roe’s presence in the office do to essential efforts to attract federal support for light rail?

Bond is a money guy. He knows how to shake down Washington. But would he shake as hard with Roe around?

***

The good news? The mayor is interviewing people who would dispense political advice, something he desperately needs and has repeatedly scorned.

***

Kenny Hulshof, the GOP nominee for Missouri governor, kicked off his weekend Friday night with a St. Louis fundraiser. The featured guest: President Bush and his 22-percent job-approval rating.

Hulshof must need the money because he doesn’t need the baggage.

***

No question about it: Down-ballot candidates are struggling for attention in a year dominated by all things Obama, McCain, Biden and Palin.
One result of that frustration is on full display these days in the Kansas City area with Democrat Jim Slattery’s “bare bottoms” campaign ad. He’s running for the U.S. Senate in Kansas against Pat Roberts.
The ad: “While people all over Kansas walk around uncovered, Pat Roberts is covered by the best health plan in America.”That line launches a parade of (count ‘em: 12) bottoms onto the screen via half-closed hospital gowns.

The spot does cut through the clutter. But do all those bottoms attract votes? Or do they just leave Slattery hanging out there?

It’s the latter.

Bond tried to oust regulator during Fannie Mae probe

By Deirdre Shesgreen
POST-DISPATCH WASHINGTON BUREAU

10/05/2008

WASHINGTON — In a somber Senate speech last month, Sen. Christopher "Kit" Bond said the government takeover of mortgage giants Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac provided an opportunity to create a tough new regulator with stronger powers and better leadership. 

In an interview afterward, the Missouri Republican said that without stronger government oversight, the takeover would be like "painting the outhouse a different color — it doesn't improve the operation, or the odor."

But four years ago, the scent regulators and watchdog groups detected was coming from Bond's office and his seemingly cozy relationship with Fannie Mae officials.

Then, Bond played a key role in attacking the Office of Federal Housing Enterprise Oversight, the regulatory agency that oversees the two home-financing firms at the center of financial turmoil: 

— In 2004, Bond tried to oust the oversight office's director, Armando Falcon Jr., as Falcon was looking into questionable accounting at Fannie Mae — problems that led to the resignation of its top two executives.

— At the request of Fannie Mae's top lobbyist, Bond asked the Department of Housing and Urban Development to investigate the oversight office. Bond's letter to HUD was "nearly identical" to one drafted by the lobbyist, according to a later report by the oversight office.

Bond was then chairman of the Senate spending committee that funds HUD and the oversight office. He is now the ranking Republican on that panel. 

"There wasn't a member of Congress who did more to try to obstruct the agency's efforts than he did," Falcon said in an interview last week. "Perhaps some of Fannie's and Freddie's problems might have been averted with more support and less obstruction from key members of Congress," said Falcon, who left in 2005; he is now a partner in a financial-services consulting firm.

In an interview, Bond strongly defended his actions in 2004, saying he has consistently supported stronger regulation of government-sponsored entities such as Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac.

Bond said he wanted Falcon out, not because he was cracking down too hard, but because he wasn't being tough enough. 

"I wanted to get rid of him because he was incompetent," Bond said. "He found a mouse in the works but not the elephant."

Leslie Paige, media director of Citizens Against Government Waste, a watchdog group, called Bond's contention "hogwash."

"He's either got amnesia or he's being disingenuous," she said, noting that Bond had sought to cut funding for the oversight office if Falcon wasn't fired.

Falcon's inquiry focused on Fannie Mae's accounting practices, and his findings eventually forced the mortgage giant to restate its earnings by more than $10 billion.

After the Securities and Exchange Commission confirmed Falcon's findings of accounting rules violations, the firm's chief executive, Franklin D. Raines, and its chief financial officer, J. Timothy Howard, left in December 2004.

POLITICAL PROWESS
Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac have long wielded clout in Congress, with well-connected lobbyists and thousands of dollars in campaign contributions. 

Watchdog groups charge that the current mess with Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac can in part be laid at Congress' doorstep, because lawmakers were loath to regulate the two firms. 

Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac's employees and political action committees donated nearly $5 million to current members of Congress since 1989, according to the Center for Responsive Politics, a nonpartisan site that tracks money in politics. 

Sen. Christopher Dodd, D-Conn., chairman of the Senate Banking Committee, which oversees the two firms, ranks No. 1, collecting more than $165,000.

Bond is No. 8; his campaign committee has taken in more than $95,000 since 1989, the center's tally shows. Bond said the donations never influenced his decisions. 

Bond was not alone in his criticism of Falcon during the inquiry. Other lawmakers lashed out at the regulator.

Rep. William Lacy Clay, D-St. Louis, called Falcon's charges a "political lynching" of Fannie CEO Raines. (Clay, who sits on the House Financial Services Committee, received about $10,000 from Fannie and Freddie's employees and PACs.) 

HUD INQUIRY
But Bond went further, requesting that HUD examine the oversight office and moving to withhold $10 million from its budget unless Falcon was replaced. 

In April 2004, Bond asked HUD's inspector general to look into whether the oversight office was exerting "inappropriate or undue political influence" in its investigation of Fannie Mae. At the time, Bond didn't say that Falcon wasn't being tough enough. He indicated only that he was concerned the office was trying to embarrass Fannie Mae with selective leaks to the press.

Now, Bond says the oversight office was a "kept child" of Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac: "There were a hell of a lot of people that wanted that investigation." 

A HUD spokesman could not provide a copy of the inspector general's report, nor could Bond's office. But according to a November 2004 account of the report in National Mortgage News, a trade publication, HUD's inspector general found no wrongdoing by Falcon or his office, though they did raise questions about some of the agency's actions. 

The report concluded that the regulatory agency released information to the news media to "advance its enforcement agenda" but that it had the authority to do so. In one case, the office issued a press release saying Fannie Mae might have to restate its earnings; it came on the eve of a Senate Banking Committee vote on a bill to beef up regulation of Fannie and Freddie.

In a press release Bond issued in the wake of the HUD report, he declared the oversight office used "extraordinary measures and ignored staff recommendations as part of a publicity-driven quest to embarrass Fannie Mae."

In 2005, Congress considered proposals to beef up regulation of Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac, but the efforts faltered. The main Senate proposal stalled in committee and got only four sponsors; Bond was not among them. 

NEW DISPUTE
Even as the effort to beef up regulation stalled, the battle between Bond and Falcon reignited. 

The flame? A 2006 report by the oversight office that concluded Bond's request for the HUD investigation was part of a broader effort by Fannie Mae to discredit its examination of Fannie's accounting practices.

In particular, examiners said they had discovered a draft of the letter requesting the HUD inquiry on the computer of one of Fannie Mae's top lobbyists, Duane Duncan.

Duncan told the oversight office he had instigated Bond's request. He said top Fannie Mae officials thought the HUD inspector general's report would "discredit or show the lack of objectivity" in the oversight office's examination.

The report also found Fannie Mae lobbyists were involved in "repeated discussions and communications" backing Bond's efforts to withhold $10 million from the oversight office's budget.

Asked about Duncan's role in spurring the HUD inquiry, Bond said "that is a bunch of bull." When pressed, he said, "Like a stopped clock, the Fannie Mae lobbyist was right twice a day."

'EXTREMELY WELL RUN'
Bond said he has helped push through repeated funding hikes for the oversight office, overseeing a 400 percent increase in its budget since 1999. He also pointed to his subcommittee's move in 1998 to include instructions in the annual spending bills directing the office to develop standards to analyze Fannie and Freddie's capital risks.

At a 2002 Senate hearing, Bond criticized an effort by the oversight office to limit Congress' say in the agency's budget. Bond said the agency was trying to reduce congressional oversight "because we have been on their case, because they have failed to do their job. We ought to kick them and stomp them and make them do their job." 

But a 1999 letter from Bond to the Office of Management and Budget raises questions about how strong he wanted the capital-risk regulations to be. In the letter, Bond objects to the oversight office's proposed standards for analyzing Fannie and Freddie's capital risks and calls instead for it to adopt the mortgage firms' internal standards. 

"Congress did not intend OFHEO to use this regulatory authority to intervene and micromanage the day-to-day business decisions … especially since both Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac are leaders in the housing finance industry and extremely well run companies," Bond wrote, objecting to a "whole new encyclopedia of capital requirements" proposed by the oversight office. 

Falcon said the funding increases for his office were "despite him, not because of him," referring to Bond.

But Bond said the office never dug deeply enough to find the real problems. 

"OFHEO never saw it, they never got it," Bond said of the problems that led to the recent takeover of Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac. "You have the collapse of Fannie and Freddie. … Is there any greater confirmation of my position than that?" 

Others involved in the 2004 skirmish had a different view of Bond's actions. 

Citizens Against Government Waste's Paige said Bond "is really flirting with a problem when he's saying Armando Falcon was not strong enough," she said. "He basically obstructed his ability to dig deeply into the problem" by threatening to cut the office's budget, a threat never realized.

"How does it logically track that if you don't think they're being tough enough, you take their money away?" Paige asked.

Mo. aide sent political e-mails to state account

Friday, October 03, 2008

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) E-mails from the lieutenant governor's office show that former aide Eric Feltner forwarded several political messages to his official account.

It's unclear why Feltner forwarded the messages from his private e-mail account to his state one or if he was doing campaign work from the lieutenant governor's office. State resources are not supposed to be used for political activities.

The three e-mails were sent in March. Feltner resigned in June after it became public that he had been indicted for attempting to distribute pornography to a minor. He has pleaded guilty to a related charge.

The forwarded e-mails are a draft of a speech for a Republican congressional candidate and two identical copies of a suggested message from Missouri GOP chairman Doug Russell.

Mo. revenue declines for second straight month

Friday, October 03, 2008

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) Missouri revenues declined for the second straight month in September.

State figures released Friday show that net general revenues for September were down by 1.2 percent compared with September 2007. Through the first three months of the fiscal year, revenues were 0.9 percent behind 2007.

Commissioner of Administration Larry Schepker said that the declining revenue is concerning but not unexpected because of the national economy.

For the first quarter, individual income taxes were up 2.3 percent. But they were down 2.6 percent when comparing September to the same month last year.

Sales and use taxes were down by 3.6 percent for the quarter. But the September-to-September comparison was up 15 percent.

Eating for a week on $25

By Doug Moore
ST. LOUIS POST-DISPATCH

10/05/2008

ST. LOUIS — Greg Lukeman, executive director of Food Outreach, challenged his friends to eat for a week on $25.38. That's how much a disabled Missouri resident typically would get in food stamps.

The idea: Bring awareness to the challenges poor people face when it comes to eating, as food costs continue to rise. 

Lukeman persuaded Attilio D'Agostino, editor in chief of Alive magazine, state Rep. Rachel Storch and state Sen. Jeff Smith, all of St. Louis, to join him in the challenge the last week of September as part of Hunger Action Month.

About 28 million people in the U. S. receive food stamps each month, including 1.2 million in Illinois and 824,000 in Missouri. About 67 percent of those eligible for the food assistance program participate, meaning another 13 million Americans are trying to get by without food stamps. 

D'Agostino met Lukeman at Food Outreach's office in midtown and took two buses to an Aldi on South Grand Boulevard, where they joined Smith and Storch. Each selected a week's worth of food.

Dietitian Linda Marcinko reviewed the grocery lists of Lukeman, D'Agostino, Storch and Smith. All but Smith got high marks for bringing together a decent balance of nutritional items on a limited budget. Smith, however, needed fruits and vegetables as well as fiber in his diet. He should have substituted apples and carrots for the tub of ice cream, Marcinko said.

The challenge ended at midnight Tuesday. At 12:01 a.m. Wednesday, Lukeman and D'Agostino were waiting for their orders at Uncle Bill's Pancake House in south city; Storch and Smith celebrated by having lunch together on Wednesday at Blueberry Hill in University City.

Ten hours after the challenge officially ended, Lukeman talked about his weeklong challenge and what he learned about the experience.

Q: So how did you do?
A: The idea of having a plan of what I was going to eat for each meal went out the window. By day four, I was just eating whatever would fill my belly. Toward the end, I had a couple spoons of peanut butter and jelly, a hard boiled egg, a bowl of oatmeal. Not your typical dinner.

Q: What would you do differently? 
A: I would have gotten beans. They are high in fiber, a protein source and relatively inexpensive. I also would have some sweet outlet. The only sweet thing I had was an apple, but it didn't truly satisfy like candy.

Q: What else?
A: The idea was to buy everything at once to plan my meals, but then I didn't have any wiggle room the rest of the week.

Q: What did you crave the most?
A: Coffee. The caffeine is the hardest.

Q: How could you have improved your shopping?
A: I bought baby carrots in a bag out of convenience, but I could have bought carrots and peeled them myself. I also could have bought a whole chicken and cut it up instead of a bag of chicken breasts.

Q: How much did you spend?
A: I don't know what I was thinking, but I spent $25.96, which is over the $25.38 allowed. When I realized that, I returned a can of tuna. (Unlike his initial trip to the market by bus, he drove the can of tuna back to Aldi. The 60-cent refund put him 2 cents under budget.)

Q: Did you get everything you had planned?
A: Rachel was great. She had a calculator. I was adding in my head, going with my gut. At the checkout, I had (to leave) yogurt, ice cream, and a box of mac and cheese in the cart.

Q: Did you eat all you bought?
A: I had two frozen chicken breasts left over (out of six), five slices of bread, a quarter jar of peanut butter, one can of tuna, one box of mac and cheese, and about a fourth of the oatmeal.

Q: What was the smartest purchase?
A: The oatmeal was really a lifesaver. It would expand and I'd feel full. When I'd go out to events, I'd eat two bowls of oatmeal before so I wouldn't be tempted.

Q: What was the hardest part of the challenge?
A: Anticipating what my hunger was going to be. I'd be out, have to go back home and eat a hard-boiled egg. It definitely cramped my social life.

Q: What was the first thing you ate when the challenge was over?
A: I met friends at Uncle Bill's. I got there before midnight. I ordered but didn't eat until after the deadline. I had pancakes, sausage, hash browns, tomato juice, a couple of eggs. The bill for that was over $14, more than half of what I spent for seven days.

Q: What type of reaction did you get from doing this?
A: People throughout the week kept asking me: 'Why are you doing this?' I told them I am walking in clients' shoes. They said: 'That's no problem. I can do that.' I knew going in that I could do it because I knew that it was only for a week. But it was much harder than I initially thought. It really changes the way you live your life.

Steinhoff to head home after economics post 
By JASON ROSENBAUM of the Tribune’s staff 

Published Saturday, October 4, 2008 

Greg Steinhoff, a Columbia businessman who served as director of the Missouri Department of Economic Development for the past four years, will leave his post this month to return to the private sector. 

Gov. Matt Blunt’s office announced yesterday that Steinhoff will be leaving his position on Oct. 17. Steinhoff said he is taking a position as director of sales for Boone County National Bank. He will also work with Central Bank Co., a holding company for roughly two dozen banks. 

"Greg Steinhoff has been a superb director of the Department of Economic Development, and he is a good friend. I appreciate Greg’s efforts to support Missourians’ shared vision of economic strength for our state and appreciate that, while faced with the challenges of a slowing economy, we have worked to ensure Missouri is better off today than we were just four years ago," Blunt said in a prepared statement. 

Garry Taylor of Jefferson City will take over as director of the department. According to a news release from Blunt’s office, the governor appointed Taylor in April to the Consolidated Health Care Plan Board of Trustees. He is retired from the economic development department and works as a part-time consultant in community and economic development. 

Steinhoff joined Blunt’s Cabinet in 2005 after serving as vice president for franchise relations of Option Care, a Chicago-based pharmaceutical services company. He said yesterday that public service was "an unbelievable experience." 

"It’s a great honor to represent the state. Really, my job is to sell the state of Missouri," Steinhoff said. "I just can’t imagine another job or a better experience that I’ve had the last four years." 

Steinhoff was often at the helm of controversial but significant legislation. He was a player in a plan that sold assets from the Missouri Higher Education Loan Authority for capital improvement projects. He also had a role in a deal for Bombardier Inc. that passed the legislature but failed to entice the Canadian company to build a plant in Kansas City. 

Despite dealing with some hot-button issues, Steinhoff said he was glad for his accomplishments. He said, for instance, the state has received acclaim for tax incentives for businesses that provide well-paying jobs and health-care benefits. He also said the Bombardier legislation was the first "mega project" measure to pass the legislature, which "sent the message out that we’re in the game now." 

Steinhoff toyed with the idea of entering the Republican primary in the Ninth Congressional District but stayed out. And he said he is looking forward to going back into the business arena. "I’m excited to get involved in Columbia again," Steinhoff said. "I’m very excited to come home and work in the community again."

Missouri bicycle race gets top international designation

By RICK ALM
The Kansas City Star 

After just two years, the Tour of Missouri has been promoted to international cycling’s big leagues.

The Union Cycliste Internationale has announced that next year’s weeklong, 600-mile race across the Show Me State will be rated 2HC, “the highest ranking it can get in the U.S.,” said Andy Lee, a spokesman for the union’s American affiliate, USA Cycling.

The rating means the race will award premium international competition points to winners, which Lee said should attract more attention from fans, the international media and top international competitors. The field could even include cycling superstar Lance Armstrong, who by the race’s start on Sept. 7 next year may have added an unprecedented eighth Tour de France winner’s jersey to his collection.

Armstrong has announced he’ll race in a California event next February and in another race in Australia leading up to the Tour de France in July.

But nobody knows where else he’ll choose to appear in his comeback from retirement, which was announced during last month’s Tour of Missouri.

“Missouri has made a name for itself,” said Chris Aronhalt, managing partner of Atlanta-based Medalist Sports, the Missouri race owner that also owns the top-rated Amgen Tour of California and the Tour de Georgia. Among 39 sanctioned events scheduled through 2009 in the Western Hemisphere, those two are the only other 2HC-rated races.

Aronhalt announced the Missouri race’s international rating upgrade Thursday to an estimated 270 representatives of Missouri’s $13.4 billion tourism industry, who were gathered in Kansas City this week for the annual Governor’s Conference on Tourism.

In an interview, Aronhalt said he hoped Armstrong would add Missouri to his 2009 schedule, but he said he wasn’t counting on it.

“It would be icing on the cake,” he said. “But we want to make sure it isn’t built on one rider.”

To woo Armstrong, Aronhalt said the Tour of Missouri had one big obstacle to overcome: the Vuelta a España, the Spanish international pro tour race whose September dates annually conflict with the Missouri race. The Spanish race also is one of only three international Grand Tour events on the pro tour that outrank a 2HC race. The others are the Tour de France and the Giro d’Italia.

Armstrong has joined the international Astana team, which last month won the Spanish race.

Lee said the top race ranking combines many elements, some subjective, including how well the event is organized, the level of the race’s difficulty, the quality of the competition the race attracts, the amount of prize money at stake, safety features for riders and the level of support provided them, including hotel rooms and the like.

“Missouri has already attained in a couple of years a tremendous field with several top international professional teams,” Lee said. “The HC ranking will help attract more notable teams and create more excitement and draw in a bigger fan base.”

But that’s 2009.

Beyond next year, Aronhalt said, the Tour of Missouri’s future is uncertain.

Gov. Matt Blunt and Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder jump-started the event in 2007 with state funding that Aronhalt said this year amounted to around $1.7 million of the event’s $3.3 million total budget.

But Medalist Sports’ three-year contract with the state runs out after next year’s race. Blunt will be out of office by then, and Kinder is seeking re-election in November.

Aronhalt was at the state’s annual tourism convention to drum up support among cities that want to sponsor and play host to a leg of next year’s race.

He said he also was looking for a title sponsor to replace vital state funding and carry the Tour of Missouri into the future.

“The state has done a fantastic job giving birth to the tour,” he said. “But a title sponsor is what is necessary for the tour to continue.”

He said talks were continuing with a couple of firms that have expressed interest, but he would not identify them at this early stage.

Ideally, he said, a company with ties to Armstrong and his personal Livestrong foundation’s Global Cancer Initiative would step forward and deliver both funding and international cycling’s superstar to the Tour of Missouri.

Aronhalt pitches an argument that the Tour of Missouri is a money maker for participating sponsors, cities and charitable organizations, which all benefit from promotional good will, name exposure and fundraising events staged during race week, including auctions and the sale of local sponsorships.

Aronhalt said international news and sports coverage plus hundreds of millions of hits on Web sites that offer live streaming of the races translate to a 30-to-1 advertising value on each sponsorship dollar. The Missouri race this year alone recorded hits from 139 nations, up from 73 last year, he said.

Rick Hughes, president of the Kansas City Convention and Visitors Association, said, “The tour has already proven itself as a major economic driver to Kansas City.” Hughes said events surrounding last year’s Kansas City leg of the race triggered an estimated $5.6 million in local tourism spending.

The association earlier this week approved an application for $100,000 from the city’s Neighborhood Tourism Development Fund to help finance Kansas City’s sponsorship share of the next year’s race.

A study by the University of Missouri-Columbia pegged the statewide economic impact of last year’s inaugural race at $26.2 million.

Spending estimates from the last month’s race aren’t available yet, but Aronhalt said some early estimates are pegging this year’s crowds at 435,000 statewide, up from 367,000 last year.

In each host city, the race becomes the focal point of a daylong festival punctuated by the excitement of the racers when they zoom past.

In Kansas City, the Country Club Plaza has served as the center of family activities, including the hourlong Women’s Pro Am Criterium race along a one-mile route, featuring some of the sport’s top women cyclists.



On the Web 
For more information, go to www. tourofmissouri.com.

MoDOT seeks public input on state’s transportation needs

By JASON NOBLE
The Star’s Jefferson City correspondent 

JEFFERSON CITY | Missouri’s transportation needs in the coming years will be great, but for now officials are just looking for public input.

Transportation officials, lawmakers and analysts gathered recently to discuss those needs and mull over just how the state can afford to address them.

Maintaining existing roads and bridges, rebuilding Interstates 70 and 44 with dedicated truck lanes and completing 46 priority road projects could cost $25 billion over the next 20 years, Missouri Department of Transportation officials said.

“This is not a wish list,” said Kevin Keith, chief engineer for MoDOT. “This is a pretty practical view of what we need to do for transportation in Missouri over the next 20 years.”

Right now, money for transportation is scarce. Much of the state’s transportation funds for the next several years will go toward paying off the bonds that financed the maintenance and construction boom of the last four years.

MoDOT is seeking public comment on transportation priorities through a Web site, www.modot.org/conversation, and over the phone at 1-888-ASK-MODOT (275-6636).

Economy looms large in Missouri presidential vote

By DAVID A. LIEB
Associated Press Writer 
HERMITAGE, Mo. (AP) -- Recently retired, Floyd and Gail Worley aren't supposed to be worried about the economy. They have no jobs to lose, after all. But low interest rates and falling stock prices have put their retirement savings in jeopardy.

So is the economy an important factor in their choice for president?

"Heavens yes! That's the big deal," says Gail Worley, 63. "We're retired right now. It depends on the economy whether we're going to stay retired or not."

In the traditional swing state of Missouri, the economy is shaping up as the swing issue of the November presidential election. As the nation's financial crisis has worsened, polls that once showed an advantage for Republican John McCain now show him essentially even in Missouri with Democrat Barack Obama.

The economy is complicating Missouri's conventional political wisdom, which says that while Democrats routinely lock down voters in the heavily populated urban centers of Kansas City and St. Louis, Republicans reign across rural Missouri - wiping away and often overcoming the Democrats' big-city advantage.

But to sustain that small-town grip, McCain needs the support of skeptical Republican-leaning voters such as the Worleys. And Obama needs to do well in places such as their home of Hickory County, which has the highest unemployment rate in a state with its highest jobless rate since 1991.

The news got worse on Friday: The Petit Jean chicken processing plant in neighboring Dallas County shut down, laying off 465 employees.

With fewer than 10,000 residents in west-central Missouri, Hickory County is not a natural presidential battleground. The candidates don't visit; their campaigns don't even put up many signs.

But the economic themes of the presidential race are amplified here, where the rolling woodlands occasionally break for cattle ranches. There are no big private-sector employees, essentially no industry and no large retailers. Need a man's shirt? Try the next county over, says the presiding county commissioner.

Young people generally leave for jobs elsewhere, which is part of the reason why Hickory County has the oldest population in Missouri. Many of those who remain must commute a county or two away for work. With gas consistently above $3 a gallon, that cuts substantially into their paychecks.

Hickory County's unemployment rate was at 10.2 percent in July, the latest month for which county-level figures are available.

"I would strongly suspect that some of our people have said, 'I can stay at home and draw my unemployment and be ahead of what it costs for me to go to work everyday,'" said Presiding County Commissioner Kent Parson.

The biggest thing Hickory County has going for it is tourism and retirement. A dirt race track draws weekend crowds in the summer. Pomme de Terre Lake, opened by the Army Corps of Engineers in 1961, attracts retirees, fisherman and campers. But tourism has been down, too - partly because of the economy, partly because of flooding this year.

The newly built 37-room Clearlight Inn near the lake ran out of money before it could pave its gravel parking lot. The local owners based their business plan on selling out for two dozen Fridays and Saturdays during the summer. But they fell at least a third short of that in their first year, said co-owner Charla Lear.

"It's just real scary," Lear said. "We're hoping the economy breaks and trying to see what happens with the election."

Lear has placed her hope in Obama's change-themed campaign.

"I don't want more of the same," she said. "So I can't believe people are even considering voting Republican. I can't imagine people are even thinking of continuing on the way we are."

Public opinion polls have shown Missourians view Obama as more trustworthy than McCain when it comes to handling the economy. A pair of media polls conducted in the past two weeks both showed Obama and McCain about even in Missouri - in contrast to a slight lead enjoyed earlier by McCain.

But Obama faces some non-economic hurdles in the traditionally Republican parts of rural Missouri, where there's a general distrust of government, a general dislike of taxes, an affinity for guns and strong anti-abortion sentiments.

Missouri has a reputation as a bellwether because it has cast its electoral votes for the winning presidential candidate in every election except one (1956) in the past 100 years.

But political scientist Terry Jones, of the University of Missouri-St. Louis, casts doubt on the state's bellwether status, noting that President Bush had higher victory margins in Missouri than in the national popular vote. Jones believes Missouri now tilts slightly toward Republicans.

Consequently, McCain cannot win the presidency if he cannot win Missouri, Jones said. But it's possible that Obama could become president even while losing Missouri, he added.

Even among those concerned about the economy, Obama faces some challenges in rural Missouri.

Eric Turner, a 30-year-old mobile home salesman and cattle hand in Hickory County, wants a president who will help lower gas prices, keep interest rates affordable and support policies "for the working man." He's leaning toward McCain, but not because he thinks McCain is any better in those areas than Obama.

"To be honest with you, it's his name (Obama). I feel like we're kind of putting someone in there from Iraq," Turner said. "I shouldn't judge him like that, but I do, and I know a lot of other people do."

Obama tried to address those doubts during a summertime swing through southern Missouri, telling a crowd in Rolla: "Nobody thinks that Bush or McCain have a real answer for the challenges we face. So what they are going to try to do is make you scared of me. You know, he's not patriotic enough, he's got a funny name, you know, he doesn't look like all of those other presidents on the dollar bills."

To take Missouri, Obama doesn't need to win rural counties, but simply narrow his loss margins there while racking up sizable advantages in St. Louis and Kansas City.

"I think we're going to do better in rural areas than our (Democrat) nominees have done in recent elections," said Obama senior campaign strategist David Axelrod. "We're reaching a lot of them, and we're going to reach more with this message of economic change."

McCain also has been stressing the economy in Missouri. On his way to the Senate this past week to vote for a $700 billion financial bailout measure, McCain made a hastily arranged stop at the Truman Presidential Library and Museum to deliver an economic speech. During a Thursday debate in St. Louis, vice presidential running mate Sarah Palin described their campaign as a "ticket that wants to create jobs and bolster our economy."

But McCain's Missouri co-chairman, Jack Jackson, said the economy may not be the ticket for a McCain victory in the state.

"I think the economy is going to play down after this bailout," Jackson said, "and people are going to stand up in the morning and say, 'Where does he stand on the war, does he support my son or daughter or a veteran who has already served? Is he pro-life, which a majority of Missourians are? Does he support the Second Amendment?'"

For now, though, those issues are secondary to the economy for voters such as Gail and Floyd Worley, the recently retired couple concerned about their financial security.

Gail Worley, who has a history of voting Republican, said she will probably back McCain as "the lesser of the two evils" and because of a poor gut feeling about Obama. Her husband seemed a little more noncommittal.

"I really don't want Obama, but I really don't know if I want another Republican," Floyd Worley said.

How important is race to Missouri voters in the presidential election?

By RICK MONTGOMERY and DARRYL LEVINGS
The Kansas City Star 

Four years ago, one yard in a working-class Kansas City suburb sported a “Kerry” sign bigger than a bed mattress.

But this season there’s no “Obama” sign there of any size, not even throw-pillow dimension.

“It’s the ‘B-L-A-C-K’ issue,” a neighbor explained. “You hear it everywhere.”

But it hardly has to be spelled out for most of us that race has been injected into presidential politics in unprecedented ways.

Barack Obama, son of a Kenyan father and white American mother, is rewriting the history of an America shackled since inception by racial divide.

Missouri has been at the crux of that old story and is at its crux now.

A swing state, a bellwether, it looks like a jump ball once again. But could Obama, positioning himself as a post-racial candidate, be pulled down by racism there?

No one knows, but many are wondering.

Social trends, past elections, black enthusiasm and polls, polls, polls offer some clues, but no amount of analytical scrubbing can make transparent a voter’s bias, said polling expert Scott Keeter.

“The election itself is the checkup.”

An Obama loss Nov. 4 in deep red Kansas will pass without much mention. But in pink-trending Missouri, it promises to attract national scrutiny, especially if white Democrats do well in other statewide races.

Should he lose, said Brad Stokes, a union official in Springfield who is white, “it would be a shame to tell our kids the reason was that race was part of it. And for some of our members, it may be.”

Others will point to a lack of experience or opposition to a war we’re now winning. And a liberal agenda always turns off many rural Missourians, especially.

“I love my black friends, and yet I almost felt racist because I didn’t like him,” said a white lifelong Democrat, Jeanine Spees.

“Too ambitious. Not sincere,” said the 70-year-old Independence woman, who’s upset at how Hillary Clinton was treated. “Now… is that racist?”

41 percent said no when the Gallup polling group dialed up Americans to ask: “If your party nominated a well-qualified man for president and he happened to be a Negro, would you vote for him?”
That was August 1961, the month Obama was born.
Gallup again raised the question last December, rewording it to make your party’s nominee a “well-qualified person … who happened to be black.”
5 percent said no.
They’re quieter and probably fewer today, the experts say.

Still, how many racists does it take to screw up an election?

It’s not a joke. And the answer is: Not very many in a close one.

An exhaustive study released last month by The Associated Press-Yahoo News, with help from Stanford University, offered up complex statistical models suggesting that prejudice was costing Obama as much as six percentage points in support among white Democrats and independent voters nationwide.

It may not sound like a huge bloc, but six points are enough to bury many politicians.

A late September poll conducted by Research 2000 for the St. Louis Post-Dispatch and KMOV-TV showed John McCain had a 56 to 38 percent advantage among Missouri’s white voters.

“It’s very much about race,” said Jumoke Balogun, an African-American senior at the University of Missouri-Kansas City, at a recent roundtable sponsored by The Kansas City Star and KCUR-FM.

“If you look at it, it’s a Democratic year,” she said. “You have an unpopular president. You have John McCain, who’s messing up in some ways. But you have Obama struggling to win people over.”

At that gathering, Rep. Emanuel Cleaver, a Democrat, and Mayor Carson Ross of Blue Springs, a Republican, disagreed on Obama’s chances. But both said voters in largely white, rural Missouri needed to feel “familiarity” with a candidate.

That showed up in the Democratic primary, Cleaver said.

“Keep in mind Hillary Clinton won in … 110 counties. Barack Obama won in four. That is a signal of the difficulty ahead.”

“I wouldn’t put Missouri high up in terms of the states on Obama’s list,” said David Bositis at the Joint Center for Political and Economic Studies, which conducts and studies race-related surveys.

For any candidate of color, he said, “Missouri — it’s iffy.”

Nationally, about a third of white Democrats and independents harbor at least a partly negative view of black people, according to the recent AP-Yahoo News poll. The whites linked them with one or more unfavorable adjectives such as “violent,” “boastful” or “irresponsible.”

At least as many Republicans harbored biases, too. But the survey found most of them wouldn’t back any Democrat — black, brown or white.

The survey used unconventional methods to tap prejudices so deeply ground that people may not realize they have them. Respondents were randomly selected by telephone and then interviewed online, where images of black and white faces competed for screen time.

88 percent of likely black voters in Missouri expect to vote for Obama, according to a Research 2000 poll from September.
Flip the “skin color matters to me” coin and you find another side.

“Race plays such a huge role in this election in terms of African-Americans who’ve never voted before or (who) really don’t care about the elected process,” said Balogun, who originally backed Joe Biden for president. “They don’t know about policy, either. They’re just voting on race.”

African-Americans, who have voted for Caucasians for generations — when they were allowed — are showing great excitement over a real chance to finally break the white lock on the White House.

It wasn’t so long ago that much of the black community thought the statistical probability of an African-American president of the United States was about the same as ice water in hell. Now you hear the amazement again and again, from film director Spike Lee to Cleaver: “Never thought I’d see it in my lifetime.”

“To have an African-American up there at this moment? This early? This soon?” exclaimed Charlie Clay, 64, a black travel agent and associate pastor at New Home Church of God and Christ in Kansas City. “Given how we’re still so far behind in this country, this is a phenomenon. Almost like a divine intervention.”

Many take heart in how Obama’s racial mix brings its own offsetting benefits, such as bringing more minorities to the polls, deepening voter-registration pools and inspiring many white voters tired of the same-old in Washington and wanting a “change” in America that they can see.

Cleaver, who has the smallest black constituency among black U.S. House members, said he saw signs “at least in certain parts of the state that people will transcend race when they walk into the voting booth.”

Carl Mahoney, a GOP-leaning white voter from Kansas City, said he was rooting for McCain last year. But the closer McCain moved toward the more conservatives stances of the Bush administration, the more the psychologist backed away.

“With increasing certitude,” Mahoney said, he is now considering voting for Obama for a variety of reasons — including his potential to help race relations.

“He’s smartly not rubbing white people’s noses in the racist prejudices and policies of American history,” said Mahoney, 56. “He’s not slamming whitey … and that’s left an impact on me.”

Grandview independent voter Kimberly Roller first saw Obama speak on TV at the 2004 Democratic convention.

“I’d never even heard of him and I thought: ‘Wow, nice. Mixed race, just like me. … And he’s not bashing white people for all the problems black people have faced.’

“I’m not saying we forget the past. We can’t forget slavery. But we have to get beyond the past and improve our lives.”

Post-racial, Obama and other young black politicians call these times.

“The people I work with are the new black politics,” Cornell Belcher, 38, a pollster for Obama, told The New York Times.

Speaking of those who spent their lives breaking down racial barriers, he said: “We don’t carry around that history. We see the world through post-civil-rights eyes. I don’t mean that disrespectfully, but that’s just the way it is.”

Ask the diverse millions of Americans who idolize Oprah Winfrey, Tiger Woods, Will Smith, Michael Jordan. Or Obama himself — who steers around racial topics except in retelling his mixed-race upbringing.

But “post-racial” doesn’t apply to all.

33 percent of white Democrats ascribed at least two unfavorable adjectives to blacks in the AP-Yahoo poll. But 58 percent of those Democrats said they would vote for Obama.
The International Brotherhood of Electrical Workers union endorsed Obama, said Stokes, the business manager of Local 753 in the Springfield region. That was seen as a crucial tipping point for Democrats statewide. But union members appear racially resistant to Obama.

“As much as I’d love to say that isn’t happening, I think it is,” he said. “The same probably would’ve happened on the gender side if Hillary Clinton had been the candidate.”

Commentator Rush Limbaugh denounced the AP-Yahoo poll: Just liberals preparing for post-election, when they’ll blame racism for Obama’s defeat.

“I’ll tell you, if I were one of you blue-collar, white, union-member Democrats, you’ve got to look at this poll as Obama and The Associated Press identifying you as bigots. You’re the reason he’s not going to win. They’re calling you racist.

“They will rewrite the outcome not as a difference of policy and experience, but racism winning out over hope and change. ‘Oh, America, we’re still mired in the muck of slavery. We haven’t changed at all. We still suck as a nation.’ This, folks, is as grotesque as it gets.

“Meanwhile, whites will not be voting 95 percent for McCain. Blacks will be voting 95 percent for Obama.”

He might have been talking to Bill Norman, 71, a former truck driver in Independence — a straight-party Democrat and proud “redneck who believes in God and guns.”

He has voted for African-Americans, Alan Wheat and Cleaver, for Congress, he said. But he won’t for Obama, whom he called “unelectable” in a letter to The Star.

Readers were quick to accuse Norman of bigotry.

“I never mentioned the man’s race,” he retorted. “I guess if you’re white and against him, you’re a racist. If you’re black and against him, you’re a traitor. … I just think he’s a double-talker (who) has spent more time campaigning than serving in the U.S. Senate.

“I’m not going to lie to you — my dad was racist,” said the devout fan of the Clintons. “I don’t know if you can dismiss your upbringing completely … but I’m trying to live in times when the world’s changing. Change doesn’t bother me.”

What did bother him, plenty, were remarks Obama made in San Francisco about “bitter” small-town folks who “cling to guns or religion.” Nor did the divisive rhetoric of the senator’s longtime pastor, the Rev. Jeremiah Wright, help.

Now, when Norman hears Obama, “I don’t believe a word he says.”

26 percent said no when asked by a June CBS News poll: “Would most people you know vote for a black candidate?”
On his first day as an Obama volunteer phoning undecided voters in Jackson County, Clay was encouraged that even those not supporting his candidate seemed patient, even courteous, on the phone.

Then a fellow phone-banker, 61 and white, leaned over to Clay: “I mean no offense to you, but I just got off the phone with a man who told me flat out that America isn’t ready for a black president.

“I am hearing that, sorry to say.”

It is getting harder for researchers to spot racists in random samples. Confessing to racial bias is so rare, so taboo, pollsters don’t think much about the 5 percent who say they wouldn’t vote for a qualified black candidate.

The pollsters are fixated, however, on the mystery of how many in the other 95 percent are honest about being unbiased.

“The short answer is, we don’t know,” said Keeter, who directs survey research for the Pew Research Center for the People and the Press.

“You can’t just ask a question and ” then say, ‘Are you lying?’

1 percent is Obama’s lead in Missouri, found by a CNN/Time survey over the last three days of September. Three weeks earlier, the same pollsters had given McCain a five-point advantage. A Real Clear Politics average of recent state polls, however, indicates the Republican may enjoy a 1.7-point advantage, still a statistical tie.
“The patterns of support are very similar to Kerry’s — and to Gore’s before that,” said Gallup editor Frank Newport. “The Republican and Democratic candidates were running close then, and they’re close now.”

Researchers have sliced up the demographics from exit polls in the 2004 voting, matched them against recent Gallup data and found Obama doing slightly better than Kerry among non-Hispanic white voters and much better among Hispanic voters.

In Missouri, John Kerry lost to George W. Bush in 2004 by 7.2 percentage points. Al Gore lost by 3.3 in 2000.

Polls show older white voters in Missouri less likely to declare for the Democrat from Illinois. Polls show the same across most of the country.

But here’s the rub: Older white Missourians in recent years were less likely to vote for Kerry and Gore, too.

When you look nationally at all retirement-age voters, regardless of race, Obama’s support holds steady to Kerry’s.

It’s only when the experts cross-tabulate race, age and education that they begin to notice some slippage — mostly among older, white, small-town men with a high school education or less.

Claire McCaskill, strong in the urban areas like most Democrats, snared enough small-town votes to take a U.S. Senate seat from a GOP incumbent in 2006.

Cleaver wants Obama to “jump in the van” and follow her path into the small towns.

“My fear is, his handlers in Chicago are not as confident that we have the ability to win in Missouri as I am.”

15 percentage points is Obama’s advantage among voters younger than 30, according to a mid-September Gallup survey.
Last summer, when Obama was drawing huge crowds overseas, Republicans sarcastically dubbed him “The One.”

If he’s not “The One” for Christopher White, a black political science student at UMKC, he’ll do for now.

“More than anything, more than his skin color, his character will help him. That will outweigh him being black.

“Being black is a bonus, because there are (negative) stereotypes of a black man that are still out there on us,” said the 31-year-old Kansas Citian. “When he conducts himself in a totally opposite way, you have to examine what’s real and what’s not.”

“Bonus” was the word also used by Travis Strawn, 23, a white political science student at Metropolitan Community College-Penn Valley. He prefers the Democrat’s policy positions, but electing a black president, he said, “will help reduce racial tension over the long run. The more we can do to get rid of racial issues, the better.”

Obama has tried to run a campaign that doesn’t so much de-emphasize race as try to render it irrelevant.

“Jesse Jackson ran an in-your-face campaign that spawned from the rhetoric of the civil-rights movement,” agreed the Rev. Eric Williams of Calvary Temple Baptist Church in Kansas City. “And America has shown that that’s not going to work.”

Rich Lawson, one of the Rusty Zipper Club, a group of graying men who meet every day for cards and coffee at Heroes Restaurant in Warrensburg., Mo., welcomes any improvement in the racial dialogue.

“If Obama brings anything to the table on the race problem, that’s great,” said Rich Lawson, 62, a white stockbroker who prefers McCain. “But if it’s the kind of rhetoric that his former church leader put out? Elevating that whole arena of bitterness and hate isn’t going to help anything.”

Obama eventually separated himself from Wright, saying that he understood the anger over past injustices but that the country had moved on.

Another flap was with Jesse Jackson. After Obama had called for black men to take more responsibility for caring for their children, Jackson was caught on an open microphone saying he wanted “to cut his nuts out” for “talking down to black folks.” Jackson was loudly chastised — including by his son, Rep. Jesse Jackson Jr., an Obama backer from the start.

That went over well with the Rusty Zipper set.

“Obama’s the one who got Jesse Jackson to shut up,” noted Democrat Delbert Bodenhamer.

Those around him at Heroes broke into applause.

12 percent of white Democratic voters in Pennsylvania’s primary told ABC News exit- pollers that race was an important consideration. Nearly half of that 12 percent said they would vote for McCain or stay home if Obama were their party’s nominee.
Missouri voted twice for Bill Clinton. Virginia rejected him twice. Yet Obama leads slightly in the Real Clear Politics average of September polls in Virginia, but not in Missouri. Why the difference?

One, it could be the larger and energized black population of Virginia. It could also be the Gov. Douglas Wilder factor. The black candidate broke the ceiling in Virginia in 1989.

Wheat is the only African-American from a major party to run in Missouri for statewide office. In the 1994 Senate race, Republican John Ashcroft, then a former governor, crushed Wheat 60 to 36 percent.

In presidential politics, “the race question isn’t a national one, it’s state by state: Where is there a previous history of electing black candidates statewide?” said researcher Bositis. “In a target state like Virginia, there’s an actual history.”

There — as in Ohio, Michigan and Indiana — “you don’t have to worry what the polls say,” Bositis said. “The voters have done it.”

22 and 22 
percent: Those answering whether Obama’s race will hurt him or help him, in response to a Pew question asked this summer. Black respondents were more likely than whites to say his race would hurt; whites more likely to say it would help. Half of everyone polled said it would make no difference.
The currents of race in this election have been subtle, and they have been blatant.

In the beginning, one heard questions whether Obama was black enough. Much of the black leadership signed on early with the better-known Hillary Clinton. Then came Obama’s win in nearly lily-white Iowa. White guilt, some sniped.

Suddenly, people like former Democratic vice presidential candidate Geraldine Ferraro were getting criticized for saying that race was unfairly helping Obama, that he would have been just one more rookie senator without that factor.

Bill Clinton stirred the pot a bit and still hasn’t gotten over being accused of playing the race card in South Carolina. Tapes of Wright’s flaming sermons seemed on continuous video loops on TV. Then came the primary polls across Appalachia. In Kentucky, for instance, one in five white voters called race an important factor in their vote.

Pollster John Zogby: “As a researcher I breathed a sigh of relief that we can expect truth. But as a human being, part of me would rather they go back to their closets.”

In the general election, Republicans have been very careful how they say what they say. Obama, similarly, has taken pains not to come across as the angry black man.

One of the few times race arose was in July as Obama rolled along Interstate 44 and told Rolla residents: “What they’re going to try to do is make you scared of me. ‘You know, he’s not patriotic enough. He’s got a funny name. You know, he doesn’t look like all those other presidents on those dollar bills, you know. He’s risky.’ That’s essentially the argument they’re making.”

Fired back McCain campaign manager Rick Davis: “Obama has played the race card, and he played it from the bottom of the deck. It’s divisive, negative, shameful and wrong.”

In Iowa, Gov. Kathleen Sebelius of Kansas in September accused unnamed Republicans of using “code language” to convince Midwesterners that Obama is different from them.

Gov. David Paterson of New York said he thought he heard one.

“I think the Republican Party is too smart to call Barack Obama ‘black’ in a sense that it would be a negative. But you can take something about his life, which I noticed they did at the Republican Convention — a ‘community organizer.’ They kept saying it. They kept laughing.”

Democratic volunteers in rural Carroll County, Mo., say Obama bashers use another time and again: “Muslim.”

Obama is Christian, but 12 percent of both Democrats and Republicans polled in July said he was Muslim. Fueled by conservative Internet sites, the number has risen slightly since spring. Interestingly, more than a third of this group said they will still vote for him.

Limbaugh has complained: “You just can’t criticize the little black man-child. You just can’t do it, because it’s just not right, it’s not fair. He’s such a victim.”

So will race matter in Missouri next month?

Said Democratic consultant Steve Glorioso, an election veteran for 36 years:

“I don’t think I’ll live long enough that race won’t.”



WHAT POLLS SAY ON RACE 
Prejudice could cost Obama 6 percentage points in support among white Democrats and independents nationwide. 

26 percent said no when asked: “Would most people you know vote for a black candidate?”

88 percent of likely black voters in Missouri expect to vote for Obama.

ON THE WEB 
For video from The Star’s roundtable discussion, go to KansasCity.com.


The race factor in polling 
Some call it “the Bradley effect,” others “the Wilder effect.” 

Or just call it lying to a pollster when the topic is racial.

It was undeniable in the 1980s: White candidates facing black ones performed far better on Election Day than polling had predicted.

But recent elections suggest the pattern’s fading.

1982: What’s this? In the race for California governor, Mayor Tom Bradley of Los Angeles, who’s black, is widely projected the winner. But when all the votes are in, he narrowly loses to white Republican George Deukmejian. Early newspaper editions project a Bradley victory; analysts are stumped.

1989: No doubt Democrat L. Douglas Wilder prevails in the Virginia governor’s race by less than half a percent over white candidate Marshall Coleman. Pre-election polls gave Wilder an average lead of about 8 percent.

Four days before New York mayor’s race, poll shows black candidate David Dinkins with 14-point lead over Rudy Giuliani. Dinkins takes the election by 2 percent.

1992: Then again … In Illinois, Carol Moseley Braun wins the Democratic primary for U.S. Senate after polls predict a double-digit loss to white contenders. But the Bradley effect strikes in the general election. Her 20-point lead in the polls is halved on Election Day.

2006: On the mark Black Republican Michael Steele loses the Senate race in Maryland by a slightly wider margin than polls predicted — but it’s rough for all Republicans. Analysts conclude undecided voters broke late for Democrats up and down the ballot.

In Tennessee, U.S. Rep. Harold Ford loses a close Senate contest to the GOP’s Bob Corker, but the outcome tracks with pre-election polls. Biracial contests elsewhere show no Bradley effect.

2008: Reverse Bradley? Results from Super Tuesday primary voting suggest black voters in some states are reluctant to tell pollsters they support Barack Obama.

The Star’s Greg Moore and Steve Kraske contributed to this report

Should state and local governments speak in English only?

By Jim Salter

THE ASSOCIATED PRESS

10/05/2008

ST. LOUIS — For a decade, Missouri law has recognized English as the state's common language. But the law carries no real weight. 

A proposal on the Nov. 4 ballot would change that. Voters will consider whether to approve a constitutional amendment making English the "official" language for all governmental proceedings in Missouri. Amendment 1 would prohibit the use of other languages in meetings ranging from local committees to the state Legislature. 

Lawmakers recognized English as the "common" language in 1998. That law carries no stipulations or requirements. 

"We have gotten reports during testimony in the Legislature that there have been city council meetings in the state of Missouri done partially in languages other than English to accommodate business owners, which is a huge problem in my mind," said state Rep. Brian Nieves, R-Union, who sponsored the measure. 

"The issue in my opinion is when an American citizen walks into any official proceeding, be that a city council meeting or something being done by the state Legislature, anyone should be able to understand what his or her government is doing," Nieves said. 

St. Louis University political scientist Ken Warren said the measure might cause an uproar in some states, but not Missouri, where the immigrant population is relatively small. 

"You're talking about a state with almost no Hispanic population," Warren said. "With Missouri being so conservative socially, this thing will pass easily." 

Still, there is opposition. Paromita Shah of the Boston-based immigrant rights group the National Immigration Project said the amendment was unnecessary and could lead to discrimination against those who don't speak or who are just learning English. 

"The people who come here and English is not their first language, where they may not be able to have complicated discussions, are going to be taken out of the political process," Shah said. "That's really a senseless application of the law." 

State Rep. Maria Chappelle-Nadal, D-University City, said that her community had many new arrivals from Russia, Ethiopia and other nations. She also pointed to St. Louis, where a large and vibrant Bosnian community has emerged. 

"You think about the guys who are Bosnian who are trying to get their trucking license," Chappelle-Nadal said. "They know the rules but don't speak conversational English. I think this could be a hindrance to business." 

Nieves disagrees. He cited instances in states such as Texas and Washington "where city council meetings are conducted entirely in other languages." That hasn't happened in Missouri, he said, but it could. 

"Basically my amendment is intended to be one of those 'ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure' measures," Nieves said.

The amendment would require that English be the official language not only for in-person meetings but also for those conducted by conference call, videoconference, Internet chat and message board. The measure would also mean that English would be the language for ballots, drivers license exams and other documents. It would not apply to informal gatherings. 

Similar laws are already in place in about 30 states, according to U.S. English, a citizens action group dedicated to making English the official language. The organization notes that more than 322 languages are spoken in the nation. It says making English the official language provides a common means of communication and encourages immigrants to learn English. 

U.S. English says the Missouri ballot issue marks the ninth time that voters in a state have been asked to make English the official language. The other ballot issues all passed, most recently in Arizona in 2006.

Background key to race 

Lager points to real-world experience in treasurer race
ST. JOSEPH NEWS-PRESS - by Alyson E. Raletz 
Sunday, October 5, 2008 

A Savannah, Mo., senator is pushing his background as a small business owner in his bid for state treasurer.
Sen. Brad Lager, a Republican, owns a car wash in Andrew County and is attempting to develop 15 acres of land there for housing.

But in a tight economy, loose meat sandwiches are posing his greatest business challenge. The first-time restaurant owner for about a year also has owned a Maid-Rite in a Columbia, Mo., mall.

As the retail sector is slowing down, so is the foot traffic, Mr. Lager said — thus lagging sandwich sales.

With the struggling economy, Mr. Lager is calling for more fiscal restraint and scrutiny from the treasurer’s office. He touts his real-world experience as one of the key differences between him and his Democratic opponent, Rep. Clint Zweifel, of Florissant, Mo.

“I’m a small business owner that wakes up every day with the responsibility of balancing a budget and meeting a payroll,” Mr. Lager said.

Mr. Zweifel counters that he’s the only one in the race with a master’s degree of business administration, which he earned from the University of Missouri-St. Louis.

Mr. Lager has represented 16 Northwest Missouri counties in the 12th Senate district since 2007 and chairs the Joint Committee on Tax Policy. Before his life in politics, he graduated from Northwest Missouri State University with a bachelor’s degree in computer management systems, a combination of computer and business studies.

He managed Northwest Missouri Cellular in Maryville, Mo., from 1997 to 2002, but got his public start at age 27, when he was elected to the Maryville City Council in 2001. Then he was elected to the Missouri House of Representatives from 2002 to 2006.

He spent a year in 2005 as House budget chairman before his own fiscal restraint knocked him out of the leadership role.

House Speaker Rod Jetton, R-Marble Hill, withdrew the chairmanship from Mr. Lager, who had predicted a budget shortfall and wouldn’t build certain priorities into the budget.

“I felt there were needs out there that needed to be addressed that Gov. Blunt felt strongly about, too,” Mr. Jetton said. “I respected his opinion, but we had to govern.”

A surplus came instead of a shortfall in the following years, but Mr. Lager still contends government growth has exceeded the growth of Missouri citizens. With the vast majority of Missouri’s revenue linked to income taxes, he sees a tough budget year for state government, which grew at a double-digit rate following 2005.

“I believe we should always proceed with caution when spending taxpayer dollars,” Mr. Lager said.

Mr. Jetton described Mr. Lager as “very dogmatic” about cutting spending and keeping budgets tight.

“You’ve got to give him some credit, he’s been consistent,” Mr. Jetton said. “... If there’s ever a time to be conservative, it looks like to me we’ll need it in the next two years.”

Mr. Zweifel’s platform calls for a program that extends free tuition to high school graduates, while Mr. Lager wants to continue to promote the state’s existing 529 College Savings Plan, known as MOST.

“I think it’s very important every person pays a portion of their own,” Mr. Lager said of college expenses. “... When you start creating big programs, at the end of the day, somebody still has to pay for that.”

If elected, he wants to eliminate the “cumbersome red tape” in the state’s linked deposit program, which has set aside about $720 million for certain business entities to borrow money at a reduced rate. He said only $250 million has been lent out.

“It’s a very bureaucratic process,” he said.

He wants to streamline state computer systems so that Missourians’ unclaimed property balances are automatically checked at driver’s license bureaus and offices that handle social benefits so that their money is returned quicker.

He sees the treasurer’s office as an opportunity to be a leader on fiscal literacy and intends to launch educational campaigns in schools.

“We have a lot of folks in this nation who don’t have a handle on what basic finances are,” Mr. Lager said.

Mr. Lager filed for the treasurer’s office after Ms. Steelman committed to the governor’s race, which she lost in the August primary.

Asked if he planned on running for governor someday, he said, “I don’t think you should ever rule anything out, but I’m not running for treasurer because I want a higher office.”

If he succeeds, he would be the fourth Northwest Missourian to hold the treasurer’s office, but the first from Andrew County.

Most recently, Mount Etna Morris, a Grundy County Democrat, served three terms as treasurer in the 1940s, 1950s and 1960s. Two treasurers hailed from Buchanan County in the 1870s and 1880s — Democrat Elijah Gates and Republican Samuel Hays.

Nixon Says Missouri Should Stop Penalizing State Employees Deployed Overseas in National Guard, Reserves

Posted Friday, October 03, 2008 :: KCinfoZine Staff

32 states make up difference on paychecks; Missouri not among them

Jefferson City, MO - infoZine - The state of Missouri needs to support its employees who are deployed overseas in Iraq, Afghanistan, Kosovo and other locations as members of the National Guard or Reserves by ensuring that they continue to receive their full salaries, Attorney General Jay Nixon said today. Nixon said those employee-soldiers overseas and their families back home in Missouri should not suffer a financial penalty because they have been deployed to serve our country.
Nixon says Missouri should make those employee-soldiers whole by making up the difference between their military pay and what they earn in their work for the state, and proposed two solutions.
"It is shameful that Missouri hasn't followed the lead of most other states in supporting the Missourians and their families who are making sacrifices for state and country to protect us," Nixon said. "These citizen-soldiers did not hesitate to go to dangerous places on the other side of the world when their country needed them. We should not hesitate any longer to support them and their families with full pay."
State law (Section 105.270) only provides paid leave for the first 120 hours for those state employees called up for military service. After that, they only receive military pay that is often substantially lower than their state salaries. Current deployment of members of the National Guard and Reserves often are many months long.
Nixon says the solution could come through one of two avenues:

· The General Assembly can amend Section 105.270 to provide for compensation to state employee-soldiers in the amount of the difference between state pay and guard pay; or

· The Governor can issue an executive order - as was done in Illinois and other states - that provides for the difference in compensation to be made up.

Members of the National Guard who are state employees and who are affected by the pay differential have sought legal clarification recently from the Attorney General's Office on the issue, Nixon said.
"We shouldn't ask these men and women to spend many months away from their families to protect our country and then shortchange them on payday," Nixon said. "Action can and should be taken to meet this obligation, and is long overdue."
Nixon noted that while some state employee-soldiers must take a pay cut of as much as $20,000 when deployed overseas, other Missouri state employee-soldiers continue to receive a full state salary in addition to their full military pay when they are deployed. Those state employee-soldiers include elected officials and some other officials.

Editorials … & Letters to the Editor

Hulshof’s plans would hurt judicial system

KC STAR

Republican gubernatorial candidate Kenny Hulshof, seen in front of a painting of the Boone County Courthouse in Columbia, has made a habit of judge-bashing. 

Kenny Hulshof, the Republican candidate for Missouri governor, seems to be taking a cue from Gov. Matt Blunt’s playbook:

When the going gets tough, go after the judges.

Blunt has made court-bashing a mainstay of his administration. He complains frequently about “renegade” judges, but the decision he most frequently cites as objectionable was one made by judges in Kansas, not Missouri.

Now Hulshof, who is battling Democrat Jay Nixon for the governor’s seat, has taken up the mantle. Claiming Missouri’s courts are “in disorder,” Hulshof has proposed major changes in the way some judges are selected.

But Hulshof has failed to produce examples of judges erring or courts running amok. The best he can cite is a study by the Institute for Legal Reform, an arm of the U.S. Chamber of Commerce. This year it ranked Missouri 31st among the states in terms of a friendly legal climate for businesses.

Hulshof, who is trailing in the polls, needs backing from business interests. Attacking the courts is one way to shore up support. In the same way, Blunt heaped derision on judges to appeal to the conservative base.

But Hulshof’s ideas would make the process of selecting judges more political, not less.

Judicial candidates for Missouri’s Supreme Court and appeals courts are currently screened by a seven-member nominating commission. Three members are appointed by the governor to six-year terms. An additional three members are chosen by an election of the Missouri Bar. The seventh member is a Missouri Supreme Court judge, usually the chief justice.

The commission recommends a panel of three candidates for a judicial vacancy. The governor makes the final selection.

Hulshof’s most objectionable provision would allow the governor to reject two panels, and then send the nominee of his or her choice to the Missouri Senate for approval.

That is exactly the kind of excessive executive authority that the nominating plan seeks to circumvent. The chance to handpick a judge would greatly diminish a governor’s incentive to select any nominee put forth by the commission.

Hulshof also put forth a hazy suggestion to replace lawyer members of the nominating commission with retired judges. It is unclear who would select those judges.

No judicial selection system is perfect. Nixon is correct that the current process should be more open and transparent.

But Hulshof’s ideas probably would prolong judicial vacancies and create a much more political process.

Monday editorial: Choosing confusion on Medicare

STL TODAY - By Editorial Board
Premiums for stand-alone Medicare prescription drug plans in Missouri and Illinois will jump by an average of 18 percent next year. In Missouri, that means average monthly premiums will rise to a little more than $48 per month from the current $41. In Illinois, average monthly premiums will jump from $38 to $45. And that’s the good news. Nationwide, those premiums will rise even more — an average of 24 percent. And according to an analysis by Avalere Health, a consulting firm, premiums in the 10 most popular national Medicare drug plans will jump by more than 30 percent. Those 10 plans account for about 60 percent of Americans enrolled in Medicare’s stand-alone drug plans. At a time when food and energy prices are rising rapidly, those staggering increases in medical premiums will force more and more elderly Americans to confront difficult choices in the coming months.

The existing Medicare prescription drug benefit was designed by a Republican-controlled Congress in 2003 to be available only through private insurance companies. The theory was that the more choices available, the greater the competition would be and, in turn, the lower the prices. At first, things seemed to work that way. When the prescription benefit started operating in 2006, there were stand-alone drug plans available for less than $2 a month. Since then, however, prices have soared. For example, Avalere calculated that one national plan, Humana PDP Enhanced, has hiked its premiums by 329 percent. Medicare’s open enrollment period, during which eligible Americans must choose a plan to cover them next year, began last week. It promises to be a daunting challenge. Elderly and disabled people will have to choose from one of the 47 stand-alone drug plans offered in Missouri, somewhat fewer than the 53 available this year. In Illinois, they must select from the 49 available plans, down from 55 last year. Each plan has a different list of drugs that it covers; a different schedule of deductibles and different coverage for the so-called doughnut hole — the coverage gap of $2,850 that is built into Medicare Part D. Most Missouri plans offer no provisions to cover the doughnut hole gap. Some cover only “preferred” generic drugs. None covers brand-name drugs, yet some branded drugs are not available in generic form. That means some elderly Americans will discover that they’re paying for drug insurance that is useless when it comes to the drugs they must take to preserve their health.

To make the best possible choices among the available prescription drug insurance plans, eligible beneficiaries would need to know not only which drugs they use now, but also which other drugs their doctors are likely to prescribe for them in the coming year. Another alternative is so-called Medicare Advantage plans — comprehensive health-insurance plans, some of which include prescription drug coverage. In Missouri, for example, each county has a different assortment of plans available. Add the various county options together, and you wind up with a total of 3,540 Medicare Advantage plans in Missouri, including 50 each in St. Louis and St. Louis County. Such a dizzying array can be overwhelming even to experienced consumers, to say nothing of people who may never have tackled such a task before. It may sound heretical to say it, but there comes a point at which having too much choice actually is a bad thing.

drug benefit’s faulty design leaves the government unable to use the power of mass purchasing to get the best possible prices for the elderly and disabled — and save taxpayers money. It means that many people will end up in drug plans that don’t cover the drugs they need or cost more than they might have paid otherwise. It also means that in a year in which group health insurance premiums are increasing by an average of 5 percent nationally, the elderly and infirm will be looking at premium increases averaging 24 percent nationwide and 18 percent in Missouri and Illinois. That’s a great deal for private insurance companies, but it’s a terrible deal for the people Medicare is supposed to serve.

Election cycle and spin cycle go hand in hand — on our dime

By Sylvester Brown Jr.
ST. LOUIS POST-DISPATCH

10/05/2008

Like a reliable Maytag, politicians are known for spinning the truth.
Gov. Matt Blunt recently wrote an opinion piece schooling the Springfield News-Leader on "free speech," "constitutional rights and the integrity of law enforcement."
Great principles but, it turns out, a tad off-topic.
Blunt's letter appeared the same day (and in the same newspaper) as an editorial accusing him of using taxpayer dollars to release press statements that support the Republican presidential ticket. Describing Blunt as a "political assassin," the editorial charged the governor with "stinking up his Web site with partisanship and propaganda." 
Ouch! 
To comprehend all this, let's analyze the cycle of spin.
On Sept. 23, KMOV (Channel 4) reported that Barack Obama was getting help from local prosecutors to clarify misleading TV ads. Obama's Missouri "Truth Squad," the report said, included U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill, St. Louis Circuit Attorney Jennifer Joyce, St. Louis County Prosecuting Attorney Bob McCulloch and Jefferson County Sheriff Glenn Boyer.
Republicans, both locally and nationally, hit the roof. Obama enlisted prosecutors to intimidate voters and squelch free speech, they claimed. Conservative pundit Rush Limbaugh's website reported that the Truth Squad threatened "to prosecute anti-Obama speech." The state GOP campaign accused Obama's campaign of creating a "police state in the Show-Me state."
The outrage seemed feigned.
Since the primaries, both Obama and McCain have employed such tactics to counter negative attacks. McCain has enlisted the aid of powerful Republican officials to serve on his Truth Squads, including New Hampshire's attorney general.
In the KMOV report, no Democrat interviewed said anything about using prosecutorial power on Obama's behalf. McCulloch and Joyce explained that their goal is only to get truthful information to voters.
Jefferson County's Sheriff Boyer was infuriated by insinuations that he'd arrest voters for their political views. The Vietnam veteran said the accusations were nothing but "spin for political purposes."
Even KMOV's John Mills, who reported the story, said the GOP twisted his report.
Heaven forbid a little thing like "truth" get in the way of a juicy allegation that might fire up the base.
Shortly after the firestorm, Blunt issued a statement on the state's website accusing Obama, McCaskill, Joyce, Boyer and McCulloch of "abusing the justice system ... to silence political criticism with threats of prosecution and criminal punishment."
Nine days after the KMOV report aired and the accusations had been largely refuted, Blunt still maintained that the Democrats used "the language of enforcement" and attached the "stench of a police state to Missouri's civic life."
In his News-Leader op-ed piece, the governor said the newspaper ignored "the assault on free speech."
Let's give the governor the benefit of the doubt. The Obama campaign did in fact stress the involvement of prosecutors.
Justin Hamilton, spokesman for Obama's Missouri campaign, explained: "We reached out to respected members of the community who would donate their personal time to help keep the campaign focused on the issues."
Still, when introducing the KMOV report, an anchor said, "The Barack Obama campaign is asking Missouri law enforcement to target anyone who lies or runs a misleading TV ad during the presidential campaign."
It seems naive for a governor, but Blunt did write that he based his statement on "news reports" that "exposed" Obama's plans.
But didn't he in fact commit the very same infraction he's putting on his political opponents — blending politics and a public office? Blunt used the state website to name Democratic names and support a word war launched by his party. Taxpayer dollars support government offices, including websites. 
Blunt's statements were "fact-driven," Rich Chrismer, Blunt's spokesman, countered in response to my questions.
"In his op-ed, the governor goes into detail about why he condemned the actions of the Obama campaign because the issues are civic and public and not political in nature," Chrismer said.
Sounds like a little dual-action spin to me.
Surely, there's a rule prohibiting an elected official from using his power and office for partisan favors.
"I can't give you an accurate answer to that question," said Stacey Heislen, interim executive director of the Missouri Ethics Commission. 
Heislen said she couldn't recall any similar violations investigated by the commission. And even if she could, she'd be hesitant to discuss them — it might influence someone interested in filing a claim on the matter, she explained.
I followed Heislen's advice and called the Missouri attorney general's office. One would think that the attorney general, Jay Nixon, a Democrat running for governor, would have something to say on this issue. But a representative declined to address the subject. It should fall under the purview of the Missouri Ethics Commission, he told me.
David C. Kimball, associate professor of political science at UMSL, chuckled when I told him about my runaround for a definitive answer.
Kimball said he was no ethics lawyer, but he couldn't recall any hard-and-fast rules. He did, however, seem to find a measure of delight in Blunt's position.
"There's certainly a high amount of irony in the governor using his letterhead to accuse others of interjecting partisanship into their official duties, isn't it? Unfortunately, irony is lost on politicians, particularly during election times."
Elected officials, be they Democrat or Republican, play partisan games. The only real recourse is voting offending politicos out of office, Kimball said.
But I still think there ought to be a rule banning partisan politicking on the taxpayers' dime and time but, hey, what do I know? I'm just a voter.
I guess on Election Day, we'll see how Blunt's Maytag worked. We'll also see if the stains of politics have permanently set.

Missourinet

Hard week of negotiations changed outcome

Sunday, October 5, 2008, 10:00 PM

By Brent Martin 

A long week of negotiation and pleading produced a compromise measure that Congress could approve in an effort to shore up the nation's finances and loosen up the credit markets.

Southwest Missouri Congressman Roy Blunt, the US House Minority Whip, entered negotiations the weekend after Treasury Secretary Henry Paulson unveiled his $700 billion dollar plan to right the listing financial sector. Blunt faults the Bush Administration for casting the crisis in the wrong terms. He says terms such as "toxic assets", "bailout" and "illiquid assets" started the discussion in about as unhelpful way as could be started. He says that created the concern around the country that trickled down to Congress with constituents flooding switchboards and e-mail boxes with harsh criticism of the plan which seemed simply a bailout of Wall Street.

Negotiations continued. Tax breaks and other incentives were added to a package the Senate approved and returned to the House, enough for 58 members to switch their votes and give the package a comfortable margin of victory.

Blunt understands that many Congressional members worried about the political fallout. He says they can justify it, because the bill changed. Blunt says members must now return to their districts and explain why approval was necessary. 

Nixon challenges EPA on water transfer decision

Sunday, October 5, 2008, 10:01 PM

By Aurora Meyer 

Attorney General Jay Nixon has filed a challenge to the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency to try and stop a decision that could be a backdoor way to transfer water from the Missouri River basin to the Red River basin. Missouri joined 8 other states and a Canadian province of Manitoba in a lawsuit filed in federal court in New York declaring the water transfer loophole illegal.

The states and Manitoba want the courts to reverse an EPA decision changing a long-standing rule requiring federal Clean Water Act permits for discharging polluted water from one water body to another. The lawsuit seeks to have the Court invalidate the EPA's June 9, 2008 regulation and declare the water transfer loophole illegal. They argue that nothing in the federal Clean Water Act gives the EPA the authority to eliminate the permit requirement for these transfers. 

The U.S. Second Circuit Court of Appeals has twice rejected this EPA regulation as has a federal district court in Florida, said Spokesman Scott Holste with the Attorney General's office.

"What this means in layman's terms is that pretty much anybody would be able to transfer water from one water body to another without having the oversight and regulation that is connected to having a federal clean water permit," he said.

If this regulation sticks, Holste said there could be problems for the river ecosystem.

"I think one of the concerns about transferring water from one basin to the other is also the possibility that you're going to have native species of fish that can be transferred between water shed," he said. "Anytime you have that type of transfer of species of fish or other aquatic life it can cause problems for the existing aquatic life that could be in the river."

Foreign journalists among the throngs of reporters who covered VP debate in St. Louis

Sunday, October 5, 2008, 6:32 PM

By Steve Walsh 

More than three-thousand journalists requested credentials for the vice presidential debate that was staged at Washington University in St. Louis. And, many of those reporters who descended on St. Louis didn't just come from other cities and states in the United States - many of them came from outside the country.

Michael Vos, an Amsterdam native who is now based in New York, covers American politics for Dutch News Radio and Television. Vos says the Dutch and Europeans, in general, are fascinated with presidential politics here in the United States - even the race for the number two spot on the ticket.

Vos says Europeans pay much more attention to the players and the process than they do the issues. He says they are also fascinated with the length of American presidential campaigns and the amount of money required to run those campaigns.

President raises plenty for Hulshof campaign

Saturday, October 4, 2008, 8:16 AM

By Brent Martin 

President Bush has made a lucrative stop for the Hulshof for Governor Campaign.

The president slipped out of Washington yesterday afternoon after signing the $700 billion financial sector rescue package into law to campaign for Republican Kenny Hulshof who is running against Democrat Jay Nixon for governor. Bush attended a private fundraiser in St. Louis County that netted $1.5 million for the Hulshof campaign. Republican National Committee Chairman Mike Duncan attended the fundraiser and made a stop at the party's joint campaign headquarters in Maryland Heights to encourage volunteers.

Duncan told the St. Louis Post-Dispatch that "Missouri is a target state. You're going to see an RNC presence here until Election Day. We're doing very well here." 

Spinners offer reporters evaluations of Washington University VP debate

Friday, October 3, 2008, 3:16 PM

By Steve Walsh 

It wasn't long after the stage lights had gone out at the vice presidential debate at Washington University in St. Louis that the hordes of reporters who had been credentialed for the event met in what is known as the spin room to hear from supporters of both Republican Sarah Palin and Democrat Joe Biden. It was really no surprise that much of the talk centered on Alaska Governor Palin, a novice on the national stage, and not on Delaware Senator Biden, who has held his U.S. Senate seat for more than three decades.

Former New York City Mayor and former Republican presidential candidate Rudy Giuliani was among the first to greet reporters with his view of how Palin had done. "The American people saw it. They saw how effective she is and they saw how smart she is. They saw why the people of Alaska think she is probably the best Governor they've ever had. They see why she is the most popular Governor in Amerca. This was an enormously effective performance."

Obama campaign strategist David Axelrod thought Palin handled herself well, but didn't care much for what she had to say about the issues. "I certainly didn't expect her to come in here and make big mistakes, and she didn't risk much," said Axelrod. "She had the answers she wanted to give ... she gave 'em." 

Connecticut Senator Joe Lieberman, who supports the McCain-Palin ticket, liked what Palin had to say. "I think the story tonight was that Sarah Palin proved why John McCain chose her and she proved that she's ready for prime time," stated the independent Democrat. "She's ready to be a partner to John McCain in leading a reform administration, which Washington desperately needs."

Missouri Senator Claire McCaskill doesn't care too much for what the McCain-Palin ticket has in mind for the country or how those plans were conveyed by Sarah Palin. "She never could specify, in any way," said McCaskill, "How their economic policies were any different than George Bush's, and we've seen how those turned out. We've seen this movie and we don't like the ending."

On a positive note, McCaskill said of Palin: "I thought she was really likable ... I thought she was very telegenic ... I thought she was authentic."

USA TODAY MISSOURI NEWS
Monday, October 6
Carthage - State officials will survey residents here in another effort to pinpoint the city's lingering odor problem. The survey will be distributed over the next month in water and electric bills. Biofuels producer Renewable Environmental Solutions was most often cited in odor complaints. The company says it has addressed problems.
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