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Stouffer cautiously optimistic

Dennis Sharkey, News Editor Richmond Daily News

02-09-2009

JEFFERSON CITY - With a new soy bio-diesel plant in Carroll County coming online this year and more planned throughout the state, supporters are looking for more ways to break into the market.
Sen. Bill Stouffer again is trying to get the same help for soy bio-diesel as he did for ethanol in 2006. A hearing was held on Wednesday for Senate Bill 29 in front of the Senate Agriculture, Food Production and Outdoor Resources Committee. Stouffer sponsored the bill that would require a five percent blend of soy bio-diesel into fuel sold at pumping stations in the state. The state enacted a 10 percent ethanol blend in January of last year.
Committeeman Sen. Rob Mayer said he anticipated supporting the bill but had questions about quality. 
It’s the third go around for the bill in the Missouri Senate and Stouffer addressed some of the concerns to Mayer and other members on Wednesday that similar standards have already been implemented in other states such as Minnesota and Pennsylvania with some problems. He said those state’s mistakes were taken into account when the bill was crafted this year.
“We took what they learned and put it into this bill so we can guarantee quality to our customers,” Stouffer said. “There would be nothing worse than having a bunch of trucks sitting on the side of the road with plugged filters.”
Stouffer argued, much in the same way as ethanol, that the bill creates a level playing field for soy bio-diesel in a market controlled by the oil companies.
“I understand why there is resistance from the people who supply petroleum,” Stouffer said, “Nobody wants to sell the competitions product. The only way we can expose the bio diesel to the market is to require a standard.”
Farmer and John Deere representative Don Borgman testified that his company already makes machinery to run off soy bio-diesel and tests show the machinery performance has not declined.
Oil company lobbyist Harry Gallagher said, much like the ethanol bill, this piece of legislation would only distort the market. He also argued against a provision in the bill that allows for splash blending at terminal sites.
Spokesman for Magellan Midstreams Bruce Heine said his company has already invested millions in pipeline infrastructure in the state and is currently working on a $4 billion pipeline project that would pump 250,000 barrels of soy bio-diesel from the Midwest to New York. Heine said his firm is not opposed to soy bio-diesel, just provisions in the bill that require his company to invest more than $10 million in storage units so retailers have an option of purchasing splash blend. Just like the ethanol standard, retailers are not required to purchase a five percent blend if the cost of soy bio-diesel is higher than petroleum diesel.
“We’re not opposed to bio-fuels,” Heine said. “We’re opposed to a bill that contains conditions we believe are flawed.”
Heine said having to invest in the storage units will make the company’s pipelines less effective and what he calls the most efficient way of transporting the fuel.
“Pipelines are going to be the most efficient way of transporting these blends and having this infrastructure investment at terminals isn’t going to reduce the price of bio-diesel or diesel to consumers,” he said.
Ron Leone, executive director of Missouri Petroleum Marketers and Convenience Store Association said his organization is neutral on the bill but urged the committee to leave the splash blend option in the bill because it allows retailers an option when their trucks pull up to the terminals.
Stouffer said yesterday that Heine has some legitimate concerns, however so does the petroleum marketers. He said the bill would still be looked at but in the end the consumer has to come first.
“He has a very legitimate point,” he said. “When you look at consumers having splash blend as a possibility, it’s a valid method to keep prices low for the consumer.”
The committee took no action on the bill.
Missouri State Senate Bill May Create Illegal Monopoly If Passed 

State of Missouri has a bill up for a committee hearing Tuesday, Feb, 10. 2009 which if passes will create an illegal monopoly. Animal owners, sanctuaries, and zoos are concerned that forcing them to get accreditted by only one private orginization should be illegal. –

    ST LOUIS, MO, February 9, 2009 /24-7PressRelease/ -- Missouri Senate is proposing a bill effecting exotic animals which is scheduled for a committee hearing on Tuesday February 10, 2009, that may create problems for exotic animal owners in the state and create an illegal monopoly within the state. 
Senate Bill No. 227, sponsored by Senator Dempsey, modifies provisions relating to dangerous animal registration. According to the bill summary for SB 227, under current law, certain exotic animals may not be kept unless they are registered with local law enforcement exempting animals that are kept in a AZA accredited zoo, circus, scientific or educational institution, research laboratory, veterinary hospital or animal refuge. This act removes the exception for animal refuges. The act also adds the criteria that research laboratories and scientific and educational institutions must be accredited, veterinary hospitals must be permitted by the Missouri Veterinary Medical Board, and zoos must be accredited by the Association of Zoos and Aquariums in order for the exemption to apply. The act specifies that the law enforcement agency responsible for receiving the registrations is the chief law enforcement official in each county or in the City of St. Louis, or his or her designee. 
Any such exotic animal shall be registered within 5 days of being acquired or moved in to any county or the city of St. Louis. The act adds the requirement that registration of such animals must be renewed annually. 
The chief law enforcement official in each county or in St. Louis is required to maintain the registry of exotic animals and make the registry available for disaster preparedness, emergencies, and to the general public via a website. The official can charge a registration fee to cover the administrative expenses associated with maintaining the registry not to exceed $50 for a first registration or $25 for a renewal registration. Animal refuges that operate as non-profit organizations are exempt from the fee provisions. 
The act specifies the information that must be recorded as part of the animal's registration. 
Any animal required to be registered under this act shall be identifiable by a microchip or other reliable identification device. 
The act prohibits the bringing of any such exotic animal to a public, commercial or retail establishment unless it is a veterinarian or veterinary clinic. The animals shall not come into contact with anyone other than the owner, possessor, handler, or veterinarian. 
A violation of the act is a Class A misdemeanor. 
An exotic/alternative animal lobbying organization named UAPPEAL (Uniting A Proactive Primate and Exotic Animal League) feels that SB227 will create an illegal monopoly in the state of Missouri by limiting the accreditation requirement to only one accrediting agency, the AZA, which is not a government agency but a private non-profit organization. According to sources at UAPPEAL, there are a few other accrediting organizations available such as the United States Zoological Association, UAPPEAL, and the Zoological Association of America who all have accrediting programs that are equal to or better than the AZA accreditation. "To limit the acceptance of only one accrediting agency creates an illegal monopoly," says Evelyn Shaw who is the State Legislation Director for UAPPEAL. "These other accrediting agencies should be accepted as alternatives to the AZA for the mandatory accreditation of these facilities," says Shaw. 
While UAPPEAL sees a need for registration of exotic animals in MO, there is concern that the requirement for public access to this information about an animal owner and their location may draw attention from animal activists and put the owners and their animals in danger. "There have been incidents of vandalism from animal activists once they are aware of the location of these animals," says Shaw. Shaw also noted that making this information public can draw thrill seekers and children to the locations of these animals that have been legally and safely kept in privacy for many years. 
SB 227 also states that no animal required to be registered under this law will be allowed to enter any public property or any commercial or retail establishment unless the owner is bringing the animal to a licensed veterinarian. Animals are not allowed to come into contact with anyone other than the owner, possessor, a registered designated handler, or a veterinarian. "This bill makes no exceptions for USDA licensed educators or exhibitors who, under federal law, are already allowed to take these animals to educational programs in schools and other commercial venues, as long as they follow federal guidelines. Education is crucial to preserving some species of exotic animals and without public awareness some of these species may become extinct," says Shaw. Shaw has concerns that this bill could cause some animal business in the state to "go belly up" causing an even larger hardship on an already failing economy. 
Another concern is the fiscal impact this bill may have on the counties and cities that are mandated to keep this registry and the costs they will have to enforce it. "Even though owners must pay a yearly registration fee there still may be extra costs associated with the enforcement," says Shaw. There were no fiscal reports available for SB 227 at the time of this writing. 
"Legislation aimed at the ownership of exotic animals, like this bill in Missouri, is being pushed through without any thought about where the animals will go if they can no longer be cared for by their owners. The refuges that are willing to accept animals are filling up and before long their will be no refuges for these animals to go to, especially if Missouri gets away with passing a monopolizing bill such as this one that even puts unnecessary demands on the refuges," says Nick Sculac of Serenity Springs Wildlife Sanctuary of Colorado. 
Shaw stated that UAPPEAL, who has a professional lobbyist in Washington, is willing to help Missouri legislators write a bill that will protect ownership rights, address public safety concerns and the humane treatment of animals. 
There is a committee hearing scheduled for Tuesday 2/10/2009 at 3:00 PM concerning Senate Bill 227. If you would like to voice your opposition to this bill, please call the members of the General Laws Committee which include; Senator Jack Goodman, Chairman-573-751-2234. Senator Scott Rupp, Vice Chairman-573-751-1282, Senator Dan Clemens, 573-751-4008, Senator Delbert Scott- 573-751-9-8793, Senator Carl Vogel, 573-751-2076
About UAPPEAL
UAPPEAL is a non profit orginization dedicated in fighting for the rights of animal owners everywhere. http://www.uappeal.org
Kansas City rally calls for federal help for automakers

By STEVE EVERLY
The Kansas City Star 

U.S. Rep. Emanuel Cleaver today ripped opponents of a financial lifeline to the U.S. auto industry, saying the working class — not Wall Street — will turn the economy around.

Cleaver, speaking before roughly 1,000 people at Penn Valley Community College, said the banking industry received financial help last year with little criticism of salaries paid in that industry. But when U.S. automakers asked for help, opponents in Congress of giving them loans told assembly-line workers that they were paid too much and needed to take a pay cut.

Auto worker are the kind of people who helped build this country and in these economic times it’s working people who the federal government should be looking to help if the economy is to improve, Cleaver said.

“It will not get better if Wall Street gets better. It will get better if you get better,” Cleaver said as the audience jumped to its feet clapping.

The Saves Our Jobs rally, sponsored by the United Steelworkers of America, United Auto Workers and community groups came two days after the announcement that nearly 600,000 jobs in the U.S. had been lost in January, raising the unemployment rate to 7.6 percent. Economists expect the jobless rate to continue to rise.

U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill of Missouri, who had been scheduled to appear at the Kansas City rally, instead was on NBC’s Meet the Press. She said it was time to stop the political nitpicking and pass the stimulus package before the Senate, which she said would create jobs.

“The building is on fire and what we typically do is argue what color of fire truck we want to on the scene,” she said.

Many at the Kansas City rally carried signs saying “Save our Jobs” amid worries that the automakers will get another rough reception before Congress. General Motors Corp. and Chrysler LLC have received a portion of the loans they were seeking but next week they will have to convince Congress that they have sound business plans and deserve additional assistance. Ford Motor Co. has so far not asked for help.

“This is very, very high stakes,” said U.S. Rep. Dennis Moore of Kansas, who appeared at the rally. “We are all in this together.”

Gov. Jay Nixon of Missouri told the rally that the U.S. prospered by making things and that it’s wrong to think we can allow this country’s manufacturing to disappear without consequences.

“I know times are tough but none of this will be solved if we give up on the manufacturing base of America,” he said.

Nixon vowed to prepare Missouri to benefit when the auto business rebounds.

“Giving up on Missouri’s auto industry is quite frankly not an option.” Nixon said. “A safe bet is betting on the future of the auto industry.”

But people at the rally told gloomy stories about today’s economy.

GM employee Gerry Provost left Flint, Mich., a year ago for another GM job at the Fairfax plant in Kansas City, Kan. In November, the house he was renting was foreclosed on. Not wanting to sign a lease for another house given the uncertain economic times, his wife and six children returned to Michigan to live with her parents.

“I’m sad and I miss them,” he said.

Such stories got Cleaver to return to a theme. The chief executive officer of Exxon Mobil Corp. recently retired with a $400 million retirement package, he said. Meanwhile, some in Congress want auto workers’ retirements cut if the federal government is to help their employers. Cleaver asked retirees at the rally to stand up. About 50 did so.

“They worked to build this country,” he said.

Missouri's public health crisis Annual report relays biggest issues facing seniors

Sunday, February 8, 2009
SEMISSOURIAN - By Robyn Gautschy 

Heart disease? Definitely. Senior abuse? Sure. Diabetes? Yes. But this year' Missouri Senior Report names falling as the leading cause of injuries among the elderly. In fact, falls are such a threat that the report dubs them a public health crisis.

Each year, the Missouri Senior Report gathers information on a variety of issues related to seniors, including finances, housing, and the biggest health threats.

This year's report says than 1/3 of adults 65 and over fall each year in the U.S., and the rate increases to 40 percent for those over age 80. Twenty to 30 percent of seniors who fall suffer bruises, hip fractures and head trauma, and many never fully recover — some even die. Falls are the leading cause of injury death for older adults, and in Missouri, the rate of seniors who die due to a fall is more than 30 percent higher than the national rate.

Viviane Rains, administrator at the Missouri Veterans Home in Cape Girardeau, says falls have always been a "hard issue" to address in nursing homes, where workers struggle with encouraging residents to be as independent as possible, while also being safe. Intervention and independence often contradict one another in long-term care, explains Rains. To help combat the problem, the state has launched the Show Me Falls Free Missouri State Coalition to increase awareness and prevent falls among seniors. This is part of a wider effort called the National Falls Free Coalition. 

WORKPLACE WOES

The report also found 11.5 percent of Missouri seniors still in the workforce in 2006, up from 9.8 percent in 2001. In Cape Girardeau County, those numbers are slightly higher, with 13.9 percent of seniors working for pay in 2006, an increase from 11.1 percent in 2001. It's likely that more seniors are working instead of retiring because of increased health care and housing costs, not to mention the economic recession. 

Long-term Medicaid care costs have risen about 25 percent in recent years, from $122 per capita in 2002 to $136 per capita in 2007. In Cape Girardeau County, those numbers stood at $137 in 2002 and $174 in 2007, making local health care costs significantly higher than the state average. 

Seniors are said to be "cost burdened" if they must spend 30 percent or more of their monthly income on housing, which includes mortgage or rent, taxes, insurance and utilities. These families may have trouble affording food, clothing, transportation and medical care. In Missouri, 28.5 percent of seniors were in that position in 2007, up from 23.8 percent in 2000. In Cape Girardeau County, those numbers are slightly better, with 25.4 percent of seniors "cost burdened" in 2000 and down to 24.3 in 2007.

Sherry James of Comfort Keepers says she's doing everything she can to keep services affordable for seniors, especially those who need transportation and medical assistance. Because the economy is awful and most seniors are already on a fixed income, James has seen many clients cut back on the hours they use Comfort Keepers; some are even trying to cut back on food and prescriptions. James is also working to find funding for survivors of veterans so that they can also receive benefits to use the services.

OTHER HEALTH ISSUES

Both the city and state are struggling when it comes to specific health issues, especially diabetes. Statewide, 7.3 percent of seniors were living with diabetes in 2005, and that number jumped to 19.3 percent by 2007. In Cape Girardeau, seniors with diabetes were 15.8 percent in 2005 and 19.3 percent in 2007. On the upside, more seniors are taking preventive health measures with the flu shot. In Missouri, 38.3 percent of seniors did not get the flu shot in 2005, and by 2006, only 28.2 percent were missing out. In Cape Girardeau County, the numbers were at 35.2 percent in 2005 and 32.5 in 2006. 

Overall, the growing senior population is a concern. The report estimates that seniors make up 13.4 percent of the population today, will increase to 15 percent by 2015, and to 19 percent by 2025. Baby Boomers are moving into their senior years and life expectancy is higher than in the past, and the state of Missouri has begun to more closely evaluate its long-term health care system.

Rains worries most about the rising costs of prescriptions and long-term and preventive medical care, especially when stacked against the number of seniors financially able to pay for these needs. "It's leading us to a less healthy population," she says.

LONGTERM CARE

Rains also sees how long-term care facilities — many of them already short-staffed — will struggle to meet the needs of aging seniors. However, Rains, who previously worked in private sector and rural health care systems, says that the Veterans Home has been fortunate to maintain a full staff and steady rates. "Amazingly enough, we have very little turnover, and we have enough applicants that we can keep all our positions full," she says.

Ruth Dockins, public information director at the Southeast Missouri Area Agency on Aging, points out that in 2006, Cape Girardeau County's composite rank was 14 out of 115 Missouri counties, and for the past two years it has ranked at 13.

"I'm pleased that we didn't lose our status," says Dockins. "The rural counties have a hard time because the services are not available as much for seniors there." Other Southeast Missouri composite rankings include Ste. Genevieve, 16; Perry, 46; Bollinger, 64; Madison, 69; Stoddard, 84; Scott, 96; Reynolds, 98; Shannon, 103; Wayne, 104; Mississippi, 107; Butler, 109; New Madrid, 111; Dunklin, 112; Ripley, 113; and Pemiscot, 114. While St. Louis County came in at No. 6 this year, the city of St. Louis has been ranked 115 for at least the past two years.

The information most meaningful to the Agency on Aging, says to Dockins, is the county's health status and crime rates. Dockins says that while the Agency on Aging doesn't sit down with the report and plan programming around its results, it's still a useful tool for self-assessment. 

"It's a very good indicator. It's like a report card to tell us how we're doing," she says. "If we begin to slip, the report will draw our attention to it, but that hasn't happened so far."

The Missouri Senior Report is developed by the Department of Health and Senior Services, the University of Missouri Office of Social and Economic Data Analysis, and the University of Missouri Extension, in conjunction with Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder, the official senior advocate for Missouri. For more information or to read the complete report, visit www.missouriseniorreport.org or call the DHSS Office of Public Information at (573) 751-6062. 

Fund cut is uphill climb for Nixon

Chad Livengood
News-Leader 
Jefferson City -- Lawmakers say Gov. Jay Nixon's plan to cut $14.6 million from the state's subsidy of the University of Missouri Extension is easier said than done.

First, extension officials say they would have to forgo millions in federal and county grants in order to untangle their state aid, which Nixon wants to slash in half.

Second, Republican lawmakers from rural areas where cuts to extension agricultural services could be most severe say the Democratic governor's proposal may be dead on arrival.

"This could be Gov. Nixon's version of what Gov. Blunt did with First Steps," Senate President Pro Tem Charlie Shields said.

Shields was referring to former Gov. Matt Blunt's controversial 2005 proposal to gut funding to a program for developmentally disabled children, which ultimately failed to get legislative approval after an outcry from parents who protested in the Capitol.

Shields, R-St. Joseph, said MU Extension programs are "near and dear to folks out in rural Missouri." He predicted the GOP-controlled legislature would ultimately restore most of the funding.

Because MU receives one lump sum appropriation from the state to support its four campuses, extension service, health care system and other programs, Nixon may have overplayed his hand in attempting to make a direct line-item cut to the extension, lawmakers say.

"I do not believe he has the authority to do that," said Rep. Jim Viebrock, R-Republic, who said he's had "lots of calls" from concerned constituents about Nixon's proposed cuts.

The governor's office acknowledges that the extension cuts are just a recommendation.

But there's $10 million more in overall funding for other programs and the school's Board of Curators can make cuts internally to fill the gap for extension's budget, Nixon spokesman Jack Cardetti said.

"The university can prioritize that," Cardetti said.

Under Nixon's proposed budget, MU would get a $10 million overall increase in total funding to $461 million in 2010, mostly from increases in other programs, Cardetti said.

When MU leaders brokered a deal with Nixon last month to not raise tuition in exchange for no overall cut in funding, officials say the governor didn't mention his intention to seek a cut in extension funding.

"We had not anticipated that University Extension would be singled out for a 50 percent reduction in state funding," Gary Forsee, president of the University of Missouri System, said in a statement after Nixon's Jan. 27 State of the State address.

Forsee said extension services in agriculture research, nutrition programs for low-income people and youth development programs have "been part of the fabric of our state for nearly a century."

Complex funding
Extension programs were designed as a cooperative effort between the federal, state and county governments.

"This fact is evidenced in the complicated budget matrix that supports the extension programs carried out in the state of Missouri," according to a budget memo the university is distributing to legislators and the public.

The $27.1 million the state gave extension in the 2008 fiscal year helped leverage $41.5 million in federal funding, the memo said.

Because of the complexity of extension funding, state tax dollars go to subsidize positions that are partially funded by federal, county or other sources, said Rhonda Gibler, chief financial officer for the MU Extension.

"I don't have any single whole person who is paid for by just state money," Gibler said.

To cut $14.6 million from the extension's budget would require eliminating at least 220 of its 900 positions statewide, Gibler said.

But there are caveats, she said.

For instance, the university can't get rid of any of its 150 nutrition specialists across the state because they're funded entirely by federal grants through the food stamp program, Gibler said.

And if the university cut the 220 positions across the board, millions in additional grants would be lost, Gibler said.

"We might lose grant money, we might lose federal money and we might lose county money because we're not holding up our end of the partnership," Gibler said.

As the legislative process plays out, MU is studying how to undo the funding web which, by design, was never intended to rely on a single source of money.

Lawmakers must approve a budget by the first Friday in May so the governor can approve a balanced budget by July 1, the start of the 2010 fiscal year.

But that means there may not be enough time to prepare for such a cut in the first place, Gibler said.

"We're doing a lot of analysis, but given the complexity of how all of that comes together, if this comes to fruition it would take us some time to activate a plan that does the least amount of damage," Gibler said.

Lawmakers in the dark
House Speaker Ron Richard, R-Joplin, and Minority Leader Paul LeVota, D-Independence, both said Republican and Democratic lawmakers were caught off guard by Nixon's proposal.

LeVota said Democrats from rural areas across the state have expressed concern with the cuts.

Richard, R-Joplin, said, "it would help if the governor would come and talk" to legislative leaders of both parties "before he throws some of that out there."

"We'd like to be part of the dialogue and that hasn't happened," he said.

Which is it Governor Jay Nixon: Missour-ah or Missour-ee?

By Tony Messenger
ST. LOUIS POST-DISPATCH

02/08/2009


JEFFERSON CITY — Say this for Gov. Jay Nixon: He's a politician who knows his audience. 
On Friday morning, Nixon addressed a yearly gathering of county commissioners in Missouri's capital city. As far as political crowds go, this was a group more likely to wear jeans and boots than three-piece suits.
The kind of crowd that says "Missour-ah."
Nixon fit right in, talking about the devastating ice storm in southern Missour-ah. 
Of course, Nixon has been known to change his pronunciation of the Show-Me State depending on who's listening.
Missour-ah ... Missour-ee.
Well, why choose? Nixon may be taking this game of linguistic gymnastics to new heights.
In his inaugural oath and address last month, he mentioned "Missour-ah" 13 times. And "Missour-ee" made an appearance 10 times.
In fact, while much ado has been made over President Barack Obama having to take his oath of office twice, there has been little consternation that in Nixon's oath, he appears to have become governor of not one, but two states.
Nixon swore fealty to the "constitution of the state of Missour-ee" but later promised to do his best in the office of "governor of the state of Missour-ah."
Now that's bipartisanship.
Nixon's dual nature was on display again two weeks later, in his State of the State speech, where Missour-ah and Missour-ee once more shared air time — sometimes in the same sentence.
It's a well-known belief in Missouri politics that a candidate can't win statewide office without offering the folks in rural outposts "-ah" little love.
Tom Dempsey tells the story of a key question he asked early in his political career. 

The St. Charles Republican, now a state senator, went to a political gathering where a candidate for state treasurer was speaking. Dempsey asked not about the complicated world of high finance, but about an important matter of pronunciation.
"Missour-ah, or Missour-ee?"
That's what Dempsey wanted to know. 
The candidate was an "-ee" kind of guy. Dempsey knew the guy didn't have a chance.
Sure enough, the guy lost. 
And thus the legend of Missouri politics grew. 
Some might consider the debate over how to properly say the state's name a trivial affair. But former University of Missouri professor Donald Lance took the subject very seriously.
Lance died in 2002 before his article "The pronunciation of Missouri: Variation and change in American English" could be published in the academic journal American Speech. The article, which was published posthumously, outlines about two decades of research Lance put into the burning question.
Lance pointed to Scots-Irish immigrants as being the source of the early pronunciation of Missour-ah. As far back as the early to mid-1800s, he wrote, that was the preferred pronunciation.
Lance's research showed that Missour-ee became the dominant pronunciation of the state's name by the early 1900s, in part because of settlement from the North after the Civil War. 
The longest holdout to what Lance referred to as the "folk speak" method of pronouncing the state has been the northwest part of the state, from Kansas City to the Iowa border.
In political circles, the split is important, though some differ on where to draw the line, says Missouri State University political science professor George Connor.
"As a transplanted Yankee, I correctly say '-ee,'" Connor said. "Moving to Springfield from Houston, Texas, we first noticed '-ah' in Southwest Missouri but I never thought it was predominant. The North-South split seems to be the most commonly accepted explanation."
Still, years of "careful, scientific scrutiny" have led Connor to this conclusion: "I would say '-ah' is more prominent in statewide elected officials than in any particular region or part of the general population."
So why do statewide candidates persist in using the "-ah"?
"They think that makes them sound less urban, less slick, and both Democrats and Republicans know they can't win statewide office without outstate voters," Connor said. 
"Some might call it pandering," he added.
Nixon has a more creative explanation.
"The governor takes pride in being oratorically ambidextrous," said Nixon spokesman Jack Cardetti, whose tongue appeared to be firmly planted in his cheek.
The governor also takes great pride in being a graduate of the University of Missouri and a big fan of its sports teams. He's such a big fan of the Tigers that he changed the color scheme on the folders and pens that are handed out when the governor signs executive orders and bills. They're now black and gold. 
"Although he may pronounce Missouri differently," says Cardetti, "he always spells it just one way: M-I-Z-Z-O-U."
Now, that's pandering.

Senate stimulus bill cuts $1 billion in Missouri, Kansas aid

Saturday morning turned out to be a huge bummer for Missouri Gov. Jay Nixon and Kansas Gov. Kathleen Sebelius.

Late Friday night U.S. Senate members reportedly agreed on a new stimulus package that would slash $1 billion or so in aid that the two states had desperately hoped to receive this year.

From The New York Times:

The biggest cut, roughly $40 billion in aid to states, was likely to spur a fierce fight in negotiations with the House over the final bill. Many states, hit hard by the recession, face wrenching cuts in services and layoffs of public employees as they struggle to comply with laws requiring them to balance their budgets.
Indeed, Nixon in his budget message had made it clear he was relying on about $800 million in so-called "one-time federal aid" to help balance the state budget this year -- and to dedicate more spending for health care and education.

Over in Kansas, Sebelius and the Legislature are dealing with a projected deficit of around $200 million this year -- and one that could reach beyond $1 billion in 2010.

However, the Senate cut the funds for reasons that have some justification.

Much of the proposed federal money for the states would not create new jobs; it simply would be used to keep state employees on the payroll. Handing out federal funds would absolve states of setting strong enough priorities on which programs it wants to keep.

Plus, a federal stimulus bailout for the states allows them to decide not to raise taxes to keep meaningful services.

Instead, future federal taxpayers have to pay the freight, with interest.

If the Senate version of the stimulus package becomes law next week, Nixon and Sebelius will be scrambling to come up with large, new cuts to their budgets -- or propose some kinds of new revenues streams to keep current services.

Submitted by Yael T. Abouhalkah KC STAR PRIME BUZZ BLOG
Mo. gov. calls for an end to unfunded mandates

By LEE LOGAN
Associated Press Writer 

Gov. Jay Nixon told a gathering of county officials Friday that the era of unfunded mandates "should come to a quiet close."

Nixon spoke as many county commissioners say their budgets are drying up because the state underfunds counties when it requires jails to house state prisoners. They say the state covers about half the actual cost to counties.

The inmate reimbursements are a sore point for county leaders. The state pays $22 for each day that county jails house state prisoners. Counties say their daily costs can rise above $40.

The daily payments are 50 cents below the level from several years ago. County officials say that reduction violates both the state constitution and state law.

During a speech to the association representing county commissioners on Friday, Nixon said he sympathizes with tight county budgets.

"I want you to know that I will always do my best not to place unfunded mandates on county government," he said, drawing applause.

Speaking with reporters afterward, Nixon noted that his proposed budget neither increases nor decreases the state reimbursements.

"Because of the challenging budget situation we're in, not getting cut is a victory," he said. "We'll work to try and move those reimbursements up as the years move forward."

A day earlier, hundreds of county officials rallied at the Capitol in protest of what they described as low state prisoner reimbursements.

"There's a real crisis looming in county governments," Carter County Presiding Commissioner Gene Oakley said at the rally in the Capitol Rotunda. "They're having to fund areas of the budget that the state of Missouri should be taking care of."

While running for governor last April, Nixon proposed redirecting nearly $900,000 from existing state revenues to counties to house state prisoners. Since then, the economy has worsened and the state's budget has run a shortfall.

Cole County could burn through its reserve fund in four years because of prison crowding, but commissioner Chris Wrigley said he's pleased with Nixon's funding proposal.

"Hopefully, in the future when the economy rolls around, we can increase" the payments, Wrigley said.

During Friday's speech, Nixon also said he requested a major disaster declaration from the federal government for counties hit by a recent ice storm. He also asked federal officials to cover more repair costs than they usually do for those 22 counties. He said this would relieve the burden on local governments.

Gov. Nixon seeks federal aid for ice storm victims

By Tim O'Neil
ST. LOUIS POST-DISPATCH

02/07/2009

Gov. Jay Nixon on Friday asked for federal help in making an estimated $193 million in repairs to public works and rural electrical systems in 22 southern Missouri counties that were damaged by an ice storm on Jan. 27.
Federal aid, if approved, would pay for at least 75 percent of the cost of cleaning up downed trees, repairing damaged public structures and rebuilding nonprofit rural and municipal utilities. Nixon also asked the federal government to pay some or all of 25 percent share that cities, counties and other local agencies normally have to cover.
The storm brought snow to St. Louis but coated southeastern and far southern Missouri with at least an inch of ice, ripping down electrical service for about 125,000 homes and businesses that lost power. More than 17,000 of them, mostly in rural areas of the Bootheel, remained unconnected Friday.
Six emergency shelters reported 136 residents Friday, down from the 3,500 who stayed in more than 30 shelters late last week. Some schools have yet to reopen. Pemiscot and Dunklin counties had the largest areas without electricity. The Red Cross, Missouri National Guard and other agencies continued providing meals and water. The Missouri Emergency Management Agency calculated the repair estimate of $193 million. Next week, it will prepare information to ask President Barack Obama for a separate declaration allowing residents and businesses to seek individual aid.
Nixon's request includes all counties south of Cape Girardeau, Bollinger and Madison counties, as well as a few in far south-central Missouri

Nixon names insurance, financial director

St. Louis Business Journal

Gov. Jay Nixon named John Huff director of the Missouri Department of Insurance, Financial Institutions and Professional Registration.

Huff, 48, joined Swiss Re, a reinsurance company, as a managing director and strategic claims officer in 2006.

In 2008, Huff was promoted to the position of global head of key case management and moved to the Swiss Re’s global headquarters in Zurich, Switzerland.

The Department of Insurance, Financial Institutions and Professional Registration regulates Missouri’s consumer service industries by enforcing state laws and regulations governing business and protecting consumers from unfair treatment.

Nixon still backs Linda Martinez 

Marshall Griffin, KWMU JEFFERSON CITY, MO (2009-02-06) 

Governor Jay Nixon isn't saying much about the filibuster in the Missouri Senate that's blocking the confirmation of Linda Martinez as the state's Economic Development Director.
It's being conducted over concerns that Martinez is soft on illegal immigration.
"Oh, I think that my record in those areas is clear, and so is hers, and we look forward to working with the Senate to get her approved next week," Nixon told reporters today in Jefferson City.
State Senator Scott Rupp (R, Wentzville) says he's willing to end his filibuster if he gets reassurances in writing that Martinez will follow the state's illegal immigration laws.
Nixon would not say today whether his office would comply.
Sunday, February 08, 2009

McCaskill Touts Senate Compromise on Stimulus 

Appearing on NBC's Meet The Press this morning, Sen. Claire McCaskill touted a stimulus compromise reached in the U.S. Senate with a group of moderate Republicans late Friday.
"We did compromise in the Senate," McCaskill said. "We had a group of Republican Senators in a room and we worked hour after hour and by the way that door was open to every Republican in the Senate." 

"The building is on fire, and what we typically do in Washington is argue what color of fire truck do we send to the scene," she added, noting that lawmakers need to "quit playing games," avoid procedure votes and pass the package early this week. 
ON THE SPENDING IN THE BILL: "The vast majority of this bill will spend out quickly. It's not going to be enough . . . but to do nothing, do we really think we can sit around here in Washington watching this job loss and just try another tax cut for really wealthy people like George Bush did. I don't think so."

BUT ACKNOWLEDGES HOUSE DEMS MAY HAVE OVERREACHED: "I do think there was some spending in the bill that was makeup for a starvation diet under the Bush administration. I think some of the money that we cut . . . was in fact, spending that more appropriately should go in an Appropriations bill.
Notes the bill is 40% tax cuts, 60% spending.

CALLS DASCHLE'S DEMISE A WAKE UP CALL BUT OBAMA'S RESPONSE REFRESHING:"He looked in the camera and said I screwed up. That doesn't happen very often."

Posted by David Catanese –KY3-TV
Counties hardest-hit by storm also poorest

Cheryl Wittenauer
The Associated Press 
Kennett -- A no-frills office building next to agricultural rice paddies has become the nerve center for efforts to restore power to three of the hardest-hit counties in southern Missouri's worst ice storm in memory.

Here, receptionists at the Pemiscot-Dunklin Electric Cooperative field phone calls and walk-in visits from some of the 8,600 customers who have been without power for 14 days, and face two more weeks of the same.

Down the hall, inside the "war room" of the cooperative that sprang from rural electrification in 1937, the mood is intense.

A Jan. 26-27 ice storm wiped out entire systems for transmitting and distributing electricity across a wide swath of southern Missouri. About 17,000 people still remain without electricity. The high was 100,000.

Besides the immediate pain of getting communities back online, utility officials in some of the state's poorest counties wonder where they'll get the millions of dollars they estimate they'll need to virtually rebuild their entire networks.

"I honestly can't say," said Charles Crawford, Pemiscot-Dunklin's general manager. "We will handle it somehow. We'll have to survive for our members."

Pemiscot-Dunklin, which serves the Missouri Bootheel counties of Pemiscot, Dunklin and New Madrid, was the hardest-hit of five Missouri electric cooperatives affected by the storm. Eighty percent of the cooperative's 1,500 miles of lines and poles were destroyed, Crawford said.

Also left in the dark were southern Missouri customers of St. Louis-based utility giant AmerenUE, and the municipal utilities of various small towns.

As they reconstruct distribution lines and poles, their mother sources of electric transmission are rebuilding their own networks. It's only when the two marry that power can be restored to customers like 80-year-old Marietta Walker, who relies on a gas generator and stove to heat her home.

"I guess I'll make it," she said. "Lord, they forgot about us back here."

Walker lives in one of the nicer homes of impoverished Hayti Heights, a virtual ghost town of unelectrified and abandoned wooden hovels, untended dogs, junked cars, and shanties whose front doors are propped closed with wood stumps.

Walker is old enough to remember the days before rural electrification, when her husband stayed awake stoking a coal or wood stove as the family slept.

On Friday, wrapped in a pale-pink robe and slippers, she took pity on a small stray that let himself in from the cold the night before.

"He'd have frozen unless I left him in," she said.

In the last few days, Pemiscot-Dunklin has gotten a welcome infusion of more than 700 linemen, along with trucks and equipment, to buttress their own modest staff. Half are from electric cooperatives in Missouri, Iowa, Louisiana and Mississippi; the others are out-of-state contract workers released by AmerenUE after its customers got back online.
Opponents in Missouri mobilize over positioning nuke plants as 'clean'

By Jeffrey Tomich
ST. LOUIS POST-DISPATCH

02/08/2009

When the "Clean and Renewable Energy Construction Act" was introduced in the Missouri Senate, the bill's title evoked images of new wind turbines sprouting from the northwest Missouri plains and solar panels lining St. Louis rooftops. 
A more fitting image might be two more massive cooling towers rising in Callaway County.
While the legislation proposed last month may one day aid the development of more renewable energy or a next-generation coal-fired power plant, there's little doubt that its primary purpose is helping AmerenUE build a second nuclear reactor. It would do so by removing a key barrier — a 1976 law that prohibits the utility from charging customers for the plant before it's complete. 
The nuclear industry spent more than two decades repairing an image badly damaged a generation ago by accidents and cost overruns. Now, proponents here and around the country are going a step further by pushing nuclear power as a greener energy source than coal and a key to helping curb global warming. 

In the legislation that would repeal Missouri's ban on charges for construction work in progress, the text uses the word "clean" 26 times, while "nuclear" appears once. In Florida, a utility planning two new reactors unsuccessfully tried last fall to persuade regulators to define new nuclear plants as renewable energy.
Such efforts have been met with disdain by environmentalists, many of whom say categorizing nuclear power as "clean" energy is greenwashing.
"They're putting a green bow on a box of radioactive waste that's never going to go away," said Kathleen Logan Smith, executive director of St. Louis-based Missouri Coalition for the Environment. 
Nationwide, applications have been submitted for 26 new reactors in 14 states, according to the Nuclear Regulatory Commission. The agency has been told to expect filings for an additional nine by the end of next year. And wherever new plants are proposed, pro- and anti-nuclear groups are clashing. 
In Missouri, rival coalitions have sprouted up to sway the Legislature and public opinion. Much of the debate is aimed at the legislation filed on Jan. 22, which deals with how to finance construction of another nuclear plant and broader utility regulation topics. On another level, it has become a referendum on nuclear energy.
The state Senate's Commerce, Consumer Protection, Energy and Environment Committee will give the bill its first hearing Tuesday afternoon. 

Gearing up for the debate, labor and utility interests have formed Missourians for a Balanced Energy Future, a group that also includes some former elected officials and area pastors, to lobby for the bill. They've emphasized the potential to displace older, dirty coal plants and create thousands of construction jobs. 
Meanwhile, environmental and consumer groups blitzed across the state last week with Peter Bradford, a former chairman of the Nuclear Regulatory Commission and a former utility regulator in New York and Maine. Bradford says he's ambivalent on the need for new nuclear construction but adamant that it's bad business to charge customers before the plants, estimated to cost $6 billion to $12 billion, are producing electricity.
To be sure, the public perception of nuclear power has improved over the past three decades. People under 40 may be more likely to associate nuclear plants with the harmless foibles of Homer Simpson than Three Mile Island, Chernobyl or the delays and cost overruns that accompanied the previous generation of plants. 
Just as importantly, the urgency to halt or reverse climate change is bolstering the case for nuclear projects.
Power plants — specifically coal-burning plants — account for about a third of the nation's carbon dioxide emissions. And few states rely as heavily on coal as Missouri, meaning the era of cheap electricity in the Show-Me state could be short-lived if President Barack Obama makes good on his campaign pledge to slash greenhouse gas emissions.
Nuclear plants don't produce CO2 or other greenhouse gases during operation. Nor do they emit mercury or sulfur dioxide. And some studies have shown that life-cycle carbon emissions from nuclear plants are on par with wind and solar. 
"If we're serious about looking at our long-term future reduction of demand of fossil fuels and CO2 emissions, there's a long list of national studies that says nuclear has to have a place in there," said Warren Wood, director of Missouri Energy Development Association, the lobbying association for the state's investor-owned utilities.
To be sure, while nuclear plants don't spew pollution from a smokestack, they're not environmentally benign.
"Nuclear certainly isn't a clean energy source," said Alan Nogee, Clean Energy Program Director for the Union of Concerned Scientists, a Washington-based watchdog group. "There are numerous attributes that clean and renewable energy sources share that nuclear doesn't."
Uranium is a finite resource that must be mined and processed for use as a fuel in nuclear reactors. Plants use large amounts of water for cooling. And unlike a solar farm or a windmill, a nuclear plant carries the risk — however small — of a dangerous radiation leak. 
Perhaps the biggest issue is dealing with spent fuel. Nuclear plants also leave behind tons of toxic waste.
Since its startup, the Callaway plant 10 miles southeast of Fulton has stored spent fuel in a 30-foot-deep pool of water on site. AmerenUE has also been storing low-level radioactive waste at the plant site since a facility at Barnwell, S.C., banned out-of-state waste in 2007. 
The Department of Energy has proposed establishing a long-term nuclear waste repository at Yucca Mountain, about an hour and a half northwest of Las Vegas. But the Obama administration has already rejected that solution.
New Energy Secretary Stephen Chu, a Nobel Prize-winning physicist, said last month at his confirmation hearing that nuclear should be part of the country's energy mix and plans to go forward with $18.5 billion in nuclear loan guarantees under the 2005 Energy Policy Act. Chu, however, added that issues involving long-term waste disposal and the prospect of nuclear fuel reprocessing in the United States were "thorny issues" that needed to be addressed. 
Other influential voices have taken a similar position, including billionaire oilman T. Boone Pickens.
Pickens, who has spent millions of dollars pushing his own energy plan that relies heavily on wind, solar power and natural gas, agrees that there's a need for new nuclear plants because it's a domestic energy source. 
"I do see it as 'clean energy,' but recognize the disposal issues associated with nuclear energy longer-term," he said in an e-mail response to questions. "It's an issue that I believe we can tackle." 
For others, calls to move forward with a new wave of nuclear building without a long-term answer for waste disposal is pushing off an inevitable problem, again.
State Sen. Joan Bray, D-University City, a member of the committee that will debate the controversial Missouri legislation this week, recalls the national debate over nuclear plants in the 1970s and 80s.
"In fact, it's how many years later, and that problem has not been solved," she said. 

Missouri jobs bill uses employer tax breaks

Monday, February 9, 2009
By CHRIS BLANK
The Associated Press 

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. — Missouri lawmakers say the state's economy demands quick action to stimulate growth and add new jobs. So they have turned to an old friend with a new name: tax credits for businesses.

The House late last week approved an economic development package that spreads tax breaks to businesses that run underground data storage centers in Missouri caves and to firms that expand their headquarters. The bill also makes it easier for companies to get state incentives if they add workers or if large businesses agree to stay in the state.

The concept of giving tax incentives to employers is not new, but it's been re-branded. Gone are the days of massive "economic development" bills filled with various tax incentives aimed at employers and businesses. Now, as the state's unemployment rate has hit its highest point in a quarter century, it's called a "job creation" package.

Whatever it's called, the idea is popular among Republicans and Democrats, who contend it makes clear that state government is serious about helping a recession-weakened economy — even if the practical effect of the message is less clear.

David M. Mitchell, the director of the Bureau of Economic Research at Missouri State University in Springfield, said certain tax credits can work, but policy makers are better positioned to promote long-term growth than to turn around a recession.

"In the short-term, it's difficult not to do something because of the politics of the situation," Mitchell said. "But with the stimulus pack age being proposed in Congress right now, for example, by the time it comes online and starts sending money, it's likely that [the recession] will be over."

The Missouri Legislature's own plan is now headed to the Senate after sailing through the House with 85 percent support. That bill expands an already popular business tax incentive program that lets employers earn tax credits and keep a portion of the payroll taxes for newly hired workers whose jobs pay at least average wages and include health benefits.

State economic development officials credit the program with helping to create 22,000 jobs. Since passing the program in 2005, lawmakers have regularly increased a cap on the tax credits to be awarded. This year, the Legislature is trying to do one better: Remove the tax credit limits and extend many of the same benefits to small companies.

One of the Legislature's economic development gurus — House Speaker Ron Richard — said that lawmakers are doing what they can but acknowledged that part of the effort is to position Missouri for the recovery.

"Is this going to create a bunch of jobs? No, not yet, but it's going to help for those that will," he said.

Richard, R-Joplin, said he wants to spend more time debating job training, a tax credit overhaul and other pocketbook issues.

Gov. Jay Nixon spent nearly 20 percent of his State of State address last month detailing the state's economic woes and proposing antidotes. Last week, Nixon issued written statements praising the House's "job-creation bill" as a "major step" in his "jobs plan."

Nixon said, however, that there is no way to know exactly how many will be employed because of the "jobs bill."

"It just provides us the tools to be able to be competitive," Nixon said. "I don't think you can quantify exactly what it does."

A spokesman for the Democratic governor said the legislation will help but that it needs to be supplemented with a boost to employee training.

The new name for economic development efforts hasn't stopped the old arguments that tax credits for businesses amount to "corporate welfare" and are not the ticket to new jobs and economic recovery.

Rep. Beth Low, D-Kansas City, said that under the House bill, the "public puts up the money and takes all the risk, and private businesses reap the windfall."

Another critic, Rep. Jeanette Mott Oxford, said it's smarter for the Legislature to aim stimulus efforts at the bottom half of the economic rung. She said expanding health care, for example, would free more money for those in the middle and lower classes to buy consumer goods. That, in turn, would generate economic activity and lead to more jobs.

Oxford, D-St. Louis, said the state has "over-saturated" the marketplace by liberally spreading tax credits and that she doubts the legislation will work.

Bill supporters "are grasping at a good luck charm," she said. "They've been told that this is the kind of thing that will work."

Whether its name is corporate welfare, job creation or economic development, Mitchell said the best way to rejuvenate the state economy is to focus on future growth, instead of immediate stimulus, and that takes a better education system and more diversified industry.

"I think in the long run, the more the government gets involved in the economy, the worse the economy becomes," he said. 

State Senator has concerns with House jobs bill

Sunday, February 8, 2009, 6:39 PM

MISSOURINET -By Steve Walsh 

Legislation expanding the Quality Jobs bill has cleared the Missouri House and has moved onto the Senate. where it could run into some opposition. Senator Jason Crowell (R-Cape Girardeau) says that while he liked the original Quality Jobs Act and does not object to expanding that program, the bill that came out of the House is loaded with goodies for special interests.

Crowell says that while Quality Jobs has a proven track record and a return on investment, this legislation - which he calls an earmark bill - does no. He says it is similar to what often comes out of Capitol Hill in Washington.

"I want to see a true return on investment that will create jobs," says Crowell. "Not just make campaign contributors happy that we've given 'em tax credits. We do not need a bailout in the state of Missouri - What we need is a good partnership between the State of Missouri, local governmental entities, and employers to create jobs"

Crowell expects the House version to go through some big modifications as it makes its way through the Senate: "We've got a fiscal note on that bill that says anywhere from $316,000 to unknown. Now, how anyone votes on something with a fiscal note that says $316,000 to unknown and hasn't had a better grasp and demand of what is the unknown is beyond me. But we in the Senate are going to get better grasp of what the fiscal impact is."

'Hang up & drive'

Officials seek to curb cell phone use in cars.

COLUMBIA DAILY TRIBUNE -By Terry Ganey
Sunday, February 8, 2009

Blah, blah, blah. That woman who blithely ran the intersection’s red light, her cellular telephone stuck to her ear, what could she be talking about?

Blah, blah, blah. That young man on the cell phone behind the wheel of the car that nearly mowed you down as you crossed the street, what could be so important?

So far, the Missouri General Assembly believes everyone should have the right to drive a car and carry on these conversations despite what it might mean for traffic safety. For years, efforts in the legislature to prohibit automobile drivers from using cellular telephones have been unsuccessful.

Now there is a new attempt — to outlaw text-messaging while driving and to prohibit school bus drivers from using cell phones while transporting pupils.

“We need to change our mind-set about this dangerous behavior,” said state Sen. Ryan McKenna, D-Crystal City, the sponsor of both bills.

People who have wrecked their cars while talking on the phone and lived to tell about it agree taking calls while driving can be dangerously distracting. And data and studies indicate the use of hand-held telephones increases the number of accidents. The Missouri State Highway Patrol has statistics that show motorists using cell phones have caused fatal accidents in the state.

In Chicago, a text-messaging teenager lost control of his car and struck and killed a bicyclist. And the conductor who was operating the commuter train that crashed in California last fall, killing 25 people, was sending a text message just before the accident.

The National Transportation Safety Board has issued a “most wanted” list of safety improvements for 2009. One is a prohibition on cell phone use by drivers of passenger-carrying vehicles or school buses. Missouri has no laws restricting any drivers from using cellular phones.

State Sen. Tom Dempsey, R-St. Peters, has sponsored bills in the past to outlaw cell phone use while driving. He had been unable to get a hearing. He said there is a civil libertarian component to the debate that is akin to requiring motorcyclists to wear helmets and motorists to use seat belts.

California, Connecticut, New Jersey, New York, Utah and Washington and the District of Columbia have laws that prohibit driving while talking on hand-held cell phones. New Jersey implemented its law in March.

In the 10 months ending Dec. 31, police officers in New Jersey issued more than 100,000 traffic tickets to drivers who were stopped while using cell phones. Violations are punishable by a fine of $100, but no points are assessed.

“We are saying to people, ‘Just hang up and drive,’ ” said Pam Fischer, director of the New Jersey Division of Highway Safety.

driving distracted

In the fall of 2005, Mark Mertens was driving home from Tan-Tar-A Resort in Osage Beach and talking on his cell phone when he momentarily took his eyes off the road and his car left the pavement.

“I was not paying attention to the road and ran off the road and ran into a ditch and damaged the vehicle,” Mertens said in an interview last week. “As a result of that, I do think I am considerably more cautious with taking phone calls and such. Do I think that the cell phone can be detrimental to your driving ability? Most certainly; there is no doubt about it.”

Mertens was unhurt in his driving mishap. Figures supplied by the Missouri State Highway Patrol show about 23 percent of the 900 fatal traffic crashes in 2007 were caused by inattention. Of that number, more than 6 percent of the fatal accidents were because of cell phone use.

McKenna presented his two bills to the Senate Transportation Committee last week. He said he had witnessed people driving while reading the newspaper, putting on makeup or eating cereal. Text-messaging is more serious, however, because it can become a compulsion.

“More people aren’t paying attention because they are texting while they are driving,” McKenna said. “What we see out there now, especially among young folks, is text messaging and not understanding how dangerous the vehicle they are supposed to be operating is. A lot of tragic things can happen.”

A joint survey conducted by AAA and Seventeen magazine of 1,000 teenagers in 2007 showed 61 percent admitted to risky driving habits. Of those, about half said they sent text messages and talked on cell phones.

McKenna said he was proposing to outlaw cell phone use by school bus drivers at the request of Fox School District Superintendent Dianne Brown. Brown said a parent had pointed out a school bus driver was using a cell telephone, though the bus was empty at the time. The report came at about the same time as the fatal commuter train accident in California. Brown said the driver was told to discontinue cell phone use and the district’s policy was changed to reflect the prohibition.

“It’s easier to put in place if we had a state law,” Brown said.

During the hearing on McKenna’s bills, several representatives of bus drivers and organizations representing contractors who haul students said their policies prohibit bus drivers from using cell phones. They also said there should be exemptions allowing bus drivers to use their two-way radios to share information. McKenna’s bills could be incorporated as amendments to a larger bill dealing with transportation issues.

‘HANDS-FREE’ DEVICES

Last year the AAA Club for Traffic Safety, citing a survey, said 83 percent of the respondents found the use of cellular phones by motorists was a serious or extremely serious problem. Among activities that can distract drivers, such as tuning a radio or adjusting climate control, cell phone use was considered more problematic because it happened more frequently.

Bills have been introduced in the state House that would prohibit a driver’s use of cellular telephone unless it is equipped with a “hands-free” device. Rep. Joe Smith, R-St. Charles, sponsor of one of the bills, said he has witnessed other drivers oblivious to traffic and drifting into his lane while talking on a cell phone.

“They’ve missed me by inches, and they keep on going,” Smith said. “My motivation is the safety of the people around you by using a hands-free device.” Some data indicate the use of a hands-free device doesn’t make cell phone use by drivers that much safer than those holding phones to their ears.

Fischer said studies show motorists using cell phones are just as dangerous as drunken drivers. New Jersey’s law allows police to stop motorists who are talking on cell phones while driving. The driver doesn’t have to be stopped for another violation first.

The public has responded favorably, Fischer said, and a survey showed 75 percent of drivers were supportive. She said most of the complaints that have been received are from those who see someone driving and talking on a cell phone and not being arrested.

“We’ve got more than half saying they were abiding,” Fischer said. “They weren’t using hand-held phones, but they saw other people doing just that.” She said the law hasn’t been in effect long enough to measure its impact on the frequency of traffic accidents.

Real estate agents are among those who oppose bills outlawing cell phone use. Real estate agents are often on the move, and the car become an “office.” A lot of business is conducted over the telephone.

“There are a lot of things that you do that are bothersome when you are driving, and to single out cell phones seems to us at this point kind of problematic,” said Sam Licklider, a lobbyist for the Missouri Association of Realtors. “They are singling out one act to be proscribed when there are all sorts of things happening.”

Michael Right of the Auto Club of Missouri said the use of a cell phone while driving “is probably now the single most distracting element of all the distracting things we can do as drivers.”

“I’m sure an awful lot of legislators use a cell phone while operating a motor vehicle,” Right said.

The prohibition against text messaging might have a better chance of passage.

“That’s a real problem, particularly among young drivers,” Right said. “That not only engages the cognitive awareness, but there are fingers on the keys. I don’t know what’s left to operate the motor vehicle.”

Sen. Jason Crowell wants to consolidate 911 call centers in Missouri

Sunday, February 8, 2009
By Peg McNichol
Southeast Missourian 

County commissioners across the state want more funding for 911 centers.

But they aren't going to get it without making hard choices, according to Sen. Jason Crowell, R-Cape Girardeau.

Crowell wants to see 911 centers across the state consolidated, a message he delivered to Cape Girardeau County Presiding Commissioner Gerald Jones during a meeting in Jefferson City on Thursday and repeated later that day during a Senate hearing. The hearing was for a bill introduced by Sen. John Griesheimer, R-Washington, that would put a 25-cent cell phone tax on the ballot and allow the state to determine who gets the funding.

Voters have twice rejected taxing cell phones to pay for 911 services. Because cell phones are legally considered radio devices, they are not taxed, as land-line phones are, for 911 services. With more people dropping land lines in favor of cell-only service, funding for 911 has fallen. 

More 911 calls

The number of calls into 911 centers has risen, requiring more dispatchers, according to county commissioners from around the state. Jones said as much to Crowell about Cape Girardeau's emergency services — and the need for better funding.

"You're never, ever going to get the money until you consolidate," Crowell said. "I'll force you. I'll starve you down to it, if you're not going to do it of your own free will."

He went on to say the state has 114 counties but 174 individual 911 call centers, including two across the street from one another in Chillicothe, Mo. In a world where all fast-food orders for a chain restaurant go to one place, he said, and all North American service calls for Charter Communications go through Cape Girardeau, there has to be a way to streamline 911 services.

"I know how important it is," Crowell said. "But by gosh we can do it more efficiently, and that's what the taxpayers deserve and that's what the taxpayers demand."

He said the state should have five call centers: one for each quadrant of Missouri and one in the middle.

"You do it and I'll support it," Jones said, adding a warning that it was an area of "turf wars."

Cape Girardeau County has three 911 centers, one operated by Cape Girardeau, one by Jackson and one by the county. Scott County has five independent 911 centers.

Scott County Sheriff Rick Walter said he has been discussing consolidation with those in and around his county.

"I'm for [consolidation] as long as we can make it work and be efficient," he said. "You have to look at it from a business point of view."

At this point, he is spending $64,000 each year to close the gap between current 911 funding and the actual cost of providing the service.

Over the last month, he's laid off two part-time deputies and has not filled an open full-time deputy position.

Walter said he could see a regional center in any number of Southeast Missouri cities, such as Cape Girardeau, Sikeston or Benton. 

But "once those 911 dispatchers leave, I'm still responsible for dispatching my own department," he said.

'Stretching it'

Mark Hasheider, assistant fire chief and emergency operations manager for Cape Girardeau, said the technology exists for consolidation, but without further research it appeared limiting the state to five 911 centers "would be stretching it."

Even after hearing Crowell suggested that a site similar to Cape Girardeau's new 911 center would be a perfect regional center, Hasheider questioned whether such centers could do what is necessary during an emergency.

"In my mind a regional hub could take a call and dispatch a firetruck that might be 100 miles away, but it takes a lot of technology to do that," he said. But he suggested that what could be lost is the ability for a distant dispatcher to know, in his example, that Snake Hill Road is also known as Cape Rock Drive.

"I'm not against the consolidation of 911 centers. In some counties that would be very beneficial, especially for counties that do not have 911 service as we know it today," he said.

Before anyone talks about where such centers would be, he said, there should be a clear understanding of dispatchers' responsibilities and whether call information would be forwarded or dispatched directly, as well as what would happen if one of the five regional centers was put out of commission for one reason or another.

He said Cape Girardeau's three centers "are working. It's not a broken system."

As Thursday's Senate hearing on Senate Bill 119 wound down, Griesheimer asked R.D. Porter, the state's 911 coordinator, to lead an effort among the counties to "come up with a number" for consolidating the centers.

Griesheimer said he wanted to see results before the Senate voted on the bill he introduced. He said he wanted the vote to happen before the Senate's mid-March spring break.

Infection control a priority for Schaaf 

by Alyson E. Raletz 
Monday, February 9, 2009 

Missouri hospitals would have to step up their infection control efforts under legislation from a St. Joseph doctor.

Rep. Dr. Rob Schaaf, a Republican, is trying to reduce the spread of a deadly germ (methicillin-resistant staphylococcus aureus, known as MRSA) in HB 286.

The bill, which Dr. Schaaf proposed last week to a health care transformation committee that he chairs, is an update to the Infection Control Act he authored that became law in 2004.

Dr. Schaaf is calling for hospitals and ambulatory surgery centers to establish a program that would reduce MRSA transmissions, isolate infected patients and educate staff on the germ.

“This germ is still out of control,” Dr. Schaaf stated in a news release. “When people go to the hospital, they need peace of mind that they will get well, not worry about getting even sicker.”

The committee must vote up the bill before it has a chance of being considered by the entire House of Representatives.

What are these tractors

trying to pull?

The lines of tractors that often snake through Northwest Missouri in the name of various charities may be cruising illegally, regardless of the number of attached balloons and American flags.

Since state law authorizes tractors on roadways only for agricultural purposes, Missouri State Highway Patrol officials believe the legality of tractor cruises and parades could be questioned, explained Rep. Mike Thomson, R-Maryville.

Mr. Thomson and Rep. Jim Guest, R-King City, both proposed bills in committee last week that would remedy the problem.

House bills 93 and 216 would allow tractors in parades as long as licensed drivers are operating them during daylight hours on specified routes for fund-raising activities. Width, height, length and registration regulations also would apply. The committee didn’t vote on either bill.

Former attorney named

county prosecutor

A woman who used to prosecute criminals in Buchanan and Clinton counties has been selected for a Lafayette County post.

Gov. Jay Nixon last week appointed Kellie Ritchie to serve as Lafayette County’s prosecuting attorney. She replaces Page Bellamy, who resigned to join Attorney General Chris Koster’s staff.

Ms. Ritchie, 46, served as an assistant prosecuting attorney in Buchanan County from 1990 to 1996 and in Clinton County from 1999 to 2005, according to a state news release. She most recently worked at a private practice in Lafayette County.

Paper tax forms

a thing of the past

Missourians who only visit the library once a year during tax season can save their gasoline.

The Missouri Department of Revenue recently ended its practice of providing copies of state tax forms at public libraries and post offices as more people transition to electronic filing.

While the effort has saved taxpayers roughly $65,000, the department still is making the paper forms available by request, according to a Missouri House of Representatives news release.

Call toll-free at (800) 877-6881 for the forms, which also are available online at www.dor.mo.gov/tax.

Tour looks for economic boost in 2009 

by Jimmy Myers 
Monday, February 9, 2009 

This year’s Tour of Missouri bicycle stage race will likely have a more profound economic impact on the St. Joseph area than it did in 2008.
St. Joseph hosted the first stage last year as a start city. More than 100 world-class professional riders from throughout the world, some of whom competed well at the Tour de France, made their start behind Civic Center Park and finished on the Country Club Plaza in Kansas City.

The day’s events brought an estimated $700,000 to the community, according to IFM North America, part of an international sports research firm. David Porthouse, vice president of the firm located in St. Louis, said IFM employees and volunteers canvassed the race route last year and surveyed spectators to determine who they were and how they spent their money. They take those surveys, crowd estimates gathered by local and state law enforcement, and plug in the data to an algorithm.

“These are some results that we feel like we have a lot of confidence in,” Mr. Porthouse said, adding that information tabulated in mid-sized communities such as St. Joseph is accurate in the 95 percent-plus range.

An estimated 434,000 spectators witnessed the race over the seven-day tour across the state. St. Joseph didn’t add much to that total, though. The crowd estimate was about 4,200 in town and about 10,000 along the route to Kansas City, where 20,000-plus spectators witnessed the final stretch along Brush Creek.

Locals at other stages (Branson, Springfield, St. Louis, Lebanon, Rolla, St. James, Jefferson City, Hermann and St. Charles) accounted for about 75 percent of the total attendance. But it was the 25 percent of non-locals who stuffed the cash cow. According to the Tour of Missouri Web site, regional and out-of-state spectators accounted for $26 million of the $29 million spent during the event.

Last year’s race began in St. Joseph on a wet, cold and dreary Monday. Mr. Porthouse said the St. Joseph area will likely see a significant boost in attendance and economic impact as a finish city late in the tour (Saturday, Sept. 12). The tour’s executive director agrees.

Jerry Dowell, who also is the deputy lieutenant governor, said last year’s attendance numbers in St. Joseph were low due to rain and the fact that it was a Monday.

“We expect St. Joseph to be much larger since it’s going to be on a Saturday afternoon and it’s a finish location,” he said. “It will draw more people.”

There’s also the “Lance Factor” to consider, though nothing is certain.

Lance Armstrong, seven-time winner of the Tour de France, is back on the bike after a three-year retirement. Mr. Dowell said Tour of Missouri officials have talked to Mr. Armstrong’s team, Astana, which is “very interested” in competing. But that doesn’t mean Mr. Armstrong will come, too. Mr. Dowell said they’ve also initiated discussions with Mr. Armstrong’s agents about competing in the race.

“I don’t want to over-hype it, and I’m not going to build a race around one cyclist,” Mr. Dowell said, “but anything that could happen surrounding Lance Armstrong would just be icing on the cake for the state of Missouri, as well as our sponsors.”

Mr. Armstrong is competing in the Tour of California with team Astana. The tour begins on Valentine’s Day and is one of two remaining world-class road cycling stage races left in the U.S., the Tour of Missouri being the other.

Mr. Porthouse ventured to guess that Mr. Armstrong’s presence in the tour could boost the event’s economic impact by 20 percent to 30 percent.

Officials' reactions vary to digital transition delay

Jaime Baranyai News-Leader 
Lawmakers and federal officials have mixed feelings about the decision to delay the transition to digital TV.

Rep. Roy Blunt was disappointed the House voted last week to postpone the transition to digital TV broadcasting, which implements a key recommendation of the 9/11 Commission to ensure that first responders can effectively communicate during times of crisis.

"What the House passed was nothing more than an irresponsible and needless delay," Blunt said. "... The majority acted rashly for the sake of political ease and denied firefighters, police officers and EMTs the ability to easily communicate until at least June."

First responders won't be able to take advantage of the analog airwaves until all TV stations make the switch to digital TV on June 12. "They can't get on the spectrum until everybody gets off," Blunt said in a phone interview Thursday.

Blunt said the government should have kept its promise to make the transition Feb. 17.

"This date has been out here for almost three years now," he said.

He added that the delay is unfair to broadcasters who worked hard and developed time-specific plans based on the February deadline.

Michael J. Copps, acting chairman of the Federal Communications Commission, however, welcomed the extended deadline.

"It has long been clear to me -- and it's even clearer since I became acting FCC chairman two weeks ago -- that the country is not prepared to undertake a nationwide transition in 12 days without unacceptably high consumer dislocation," he said in a prepared statement.

Copps said the additional four months will allow for a more phased transition, including a consumer-friendly converter box coupon program, stepped-up consumer outreach and dealing with coverage, antenna and reception issues that went too long without being addressed.

"We've got a lot of work to do, but thanks to great leadership in the Senate and House of Representatives, we now have an opportunity to do it better."

Sen. Claire McCaskill also supports the four-month delay, said press secretary Maria Speiser.

"She's really happy ... because we've seen that there is some unpreparedness for the transition," Speiser said. "A lot of people don't have converter boxes and might not be ready for this big change, despite a lot of efforts. Pushing it back is a good step in ensuring this is a smooth transition."

Speiser said McCaskill had concerns about the way the Bush administration was handling the transition and repeatedly pressed officials to do more.

"In the end, this deadline push back was a necessary evil, but it does not excuse the government for their poor planning," Speiser said.

Mike Scott, general manager of KYTV and KSPR in Springfield, said he wishes the resolution for the delay would have been more focused on fixing the coupon program for converter boxes.

"I think broadcasters have done their part in educating viewers, but with the coupon program, we've known for several weeks that there were issues with it," he said. "The irony is the bill gives every station the ability to go at any time they want. There will be hundreds of stations that will go on Feb. 17."

Economic development ‘key’ to university future

Forsee: UM facing a ‘perfect storm.’ 

COLUMBIA DAILY TRIBUNE By Jenna Youngs
Friday, February 6, 2009

The University of Missouri is ready to prove itself as an economic driver in the state during the worst recession in decades, UM System President Gary Forsee said this morning in his first State of the University address.

 “It’s game on,” he said during this morning’s Board of Curators meeting on the MU campus. “We’ve got it. Let’s do it.”

He said the university is facing a “perfect storm” of financial constraint and leaders will need to make tough decisions to see the university through it.

The Board of Curators this morning approved a measure allowing Forsee to institute employee furloughs, or forced unpaid time off, if future state appropriation withholdings make it necessary. Forsee would be required to consult with the board before doing so, and his authority would end on June 30, the end of the current fiscal year.

Another measure requires employees to contribute to the university’s defined-benefit pension plan, which is currently fully funded by the university. Participating employees would contribute 1 percent of their salary for the first $50,000 and 2 percent of their salary for any amount over that.

Employees who leave the university before they are vested in the plan would receive their contributions back with interest, UM System spokeswoman Jennifer Hollingshead said.

Board Chairman Bo Fraser said the university needs to use the economic situation as a way look at the “challenges and opportunities that lie ahead as we navigate the troubled waters.”

“I think we should continue to focus on economic development as a key to our university’s, state’s and nation’s future,” he said.

Forsee also outlined five goals that expand upon the strategic development plan he introduced to curators in October.

● Work with large employers throughout the state to determine whether education programs are properly training students for the future.

“We tend to take a look at how prepared students are when they come toward us,” Forsee said.

“How often do we look at those getting our services and how well has the job been done to prepare” students “for the future?”

● Create an additional task force to find ways to increase student enrollment and support the “P-20 pipeline,” intended to ensure that students succeed in all levels of education from preschool through graduate school.

● Grow the university’s revenue from licensing products developed through research from $10 million a year to $50 million by 2014.

● Institute accountability measures, benchmarks and objectives to determine the university’s efficiency. Fifty-five objectives have been identified to audit, and Forsee expects reports from the four campuses by December. “We shouldn’t be afraid to allow that inspection to occur,” he said.

● Create “shared services centers” throughout the system to cut down on duplication.

As an example, he cited the 2007 consolidation of the university’s information technology program with the Columbia campus IT department, which Forsee said saves the university $700,000 a year in salaries and benefits. He said consolidating programs will be a five-year undertaking.

Forsee said he hopes the initiatives will invite participation from other public universities throughout the state and increase the role of higher education in Missouri. “There are a lot of strengths at the University of Missouri,” he said. “We’ve got to leverage that strength in our role in the state. … We can and should do more to provide leadership in thought and in action.”

A helping hand

Wednesday, February 4, 2009
SEMISSOURIAN - By Michael Jensen

Since this column originates in Sikeston, Mo., all talk of the massive chaos from last week's ice storm may be somewhat lost on readers outside this community. But Cape Girardeau and other areas have also had their share of natural disasters, so everyone reading this can appreciate the sense of isolation and frustration being felt by many this week.

During these trying times, we all too often must rely on our elected leaders to provide the helping hand that is essential right now. We may be tough-spirited people in this region of the state. but there are clearly times when the problems and their solutions are simply beyond our control.

So that being the case, officials in Southeast Missouri last week called on our elected leaders to provide that helping hand and to offer advice for this once-in-a-lifetime disaster.

I'm pleased to report that all of those elected officials were quick to respond in our time of need.

Gov. Jay Nixon visited this region and declared our area a state disaster region. He then forwarded a request for a similar national declaration and — following some slow paperwork — that request was also granted.

State representatives and state senators did what they could do and called on those in power to lend a helping hand. And U.S. Rep. Jo Ann Emerson was front and center and promised to monitor the federal response that we so desperately needed.

City officials carried the bulk of the load in our region. These local officials spent more hours than anyone trying to assure that our needs were met. And the progress made during the past week is testament to their efforts.

But it was Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder who shone the brightest during this time. It was Kinder who brought generators to Sikeston and who kept in constant contact with city officials to make certain our needs were met and our voices heard.

We thank everyone for their efforts, especially those of our lieutenant governor, who clearly went beyond the call to help the citizens of the Sikeston region.

Those efforts, along with all of the others, will not soon be forgotten. 

Jay Nixon’s jobs bill draws barbs from Kansas City Democrat

By Virginia Young
Post-Dispatch Jefferson City Bureau

JEFFERSON CITY — Few have dared question the jobs bill speeding through the Legislature. Count Beth Low among those few.

Low, D-Kansas City, says in a strongly worded statement today that the bill “will do nothing to create jobs” and amounts to corporate welfare.

Low was in the lonely band of 19 who voted against HB191 Thursday, when the House passed it with 141 votes. The bill, Democratic Gov. Jay Nixon’s top priority, would let the state give out millions of dollars in tax credits and other incentives to employers.

Low called the state’s business recruitment policies “ineffective.” She also blasted the Republican House leadership for blocking debate on an amendment that would have beefed up requirements for employers to pay back tax credits if they didn’t deliver the promised jobs. She said the bill gives taxpayers “absolutely no protection.”

“When corporate lobbyists talk about public-private partnerships, what they mean is the public puts up the money and takes all the risk and private businesses reap the windfall,” Low said.

Anti-illegal immigration group Sunshines guv's office in Martinez appointment flap

JEFFERSON CITY | Yesterday, we reported on state Sen. Scott Rupp's allegation that Gov. Jay Nixon's office threatened his constituents in an effort to tamp down his opposition to a cabinet appointment.
Today, a group opposing illegal immigration said it had filed a Sunshine Law request to investigate the Wentzville Republican's claims.

The group, Missourians Against Illegal Immigration, filed the request "seeking all records relating to contact beteween the Governor's office and St. Charles County elected officials regarding the nomination of Linda Martinez for Director of the Missouri Department of Economic Development."

A spokesman for the governor has called Rupp's allegations untrue.

MAII, apparently, just wants to make sure.

"If Governor Nixon or his staff want to use back-channel means to pressure a sitting senator, they should move across the Missouri River and run for Illinois governor," said MAII President Janet Renner in a statement. "These are Gov. Blagojevich-like tactics and Missouri will not stand for it."

See the Sunshine Request below.
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Falsifying diplomas might become a misdemeanor

By Roseann Moring
St. Louis Post-Dispatch

that higher ed reporter Kavita Kumar wrote about in DecemberJEFFERSON CITY — A senator has filed a bill to address the problem with fake degrees .

Sen. Matt Bartle, R-Lee’s Summit sponsored a bill that would make it a class C misdemeanor to use or attempt to use a false diploma.

The Senate Education Committee has heard the bill, and could vote on it as early as next week.

Bartle said in the committee that the bill would not address “diploma mills” that offer a degree for nothing more than money.

The bill is SB 182.

Bill cuts wage minimum for tip earners

Cost to owners is too high, bill’s sponsor claims.

COLUMBIA DAILY TRIBUNE  By Janese Heavin
Friday, February 6, 2009

Taylor Pratt probably would be OK if the state reduced wages for wait staff, but only because she works nights at McNally’s; she makes enough in tips to support herself and save up enough to go back to college next month.

But Pratt couldn’t imagine taking an hourly pay cut if she were a daytime server. She worked day shifts for about four months at Tin Can Tavern and Grille on Eighth Street but quit because of lackluster tips.

Reducing the minimum hourly pay for servers from $3.525 to $2.13 “would have been detrimental to my income there,” she said. “Night tips are always better. Extra money is always good, but hourly is not as important” when tips are good.

Rep. Tim Jones, R-Eureka, has sponsored a bill that would lower Missouri’s tip server pay to the federal standard of $2.13 an hour, contending that waiters and waitresses make enough in tips that a decrease in hourly wages wouldn’t make a significant dent in their pocketbooks.

Waiters and waitresses in Missouri saw a bump in hourly pay after voters approved Proposition B in 2006. The ballot initiative increased Missouri’s minimum wage, but the language wasn’t clear about how it would affect wages of those who rely on tips, Jones said. When the state deemed that the proposition did apply to servers, the result hurt restaurant owners, he said.

“The restaurant association has claimed that this, coupled with the economic downturn, has devastated the restaurant industry in Missouri,” Jones said. “Restaurants are closing. They’ve had to reduce hours of tip servers or lay off staff.”

He said one restaurant in his area saw payroll expenses increase $25,000 in one year as a result of the increase. On the flip side, he believes his bill would take about $45 a week out of employees’ paychecks. “It’s a huge hardship on the restaurant industry owners and a minor burden on tip servers,” Jones said.

Waiters and waitresses in Missouri make, on average, $10 to $15 an hour from tips, said Brent Hemphill, a lobbyist for the Missouri Restaurant Association. On slow days, wait staff still would take home at least Missouri’s minimum wage of $7.05, he stressed. That’s because the proposed bill wouldn’t change the current law that requires restaurant owners to make up the difference when a server hasn’t made enough in tips to earn minimum wage for the week.

Mike Odette, who co-owns Sycamore restaurant downtown, said he can’t remember a time when a server has walked away with less than minimum wage in tips. “They don’t even count on hourly wages,” Odette said. “When we’re busy on weekends, they make good money, so I’m not sure it would hurt them if their minimum wage went from $3.52 to $2.13. Most of the time, they won’t even get a paycheck because the payroll taxes are greater than actual accumulation of hourly wage.”

At the same time, Odette realizes “every little bit helps,” and he wants his staff to earn good wages. “There really haven’t been too many times where we wouldn’t side with labor,” he said. “We came from being kitchen and wait staff, and they’re tough jobs. Historically, people who work those jobs are overworked and underpaid.”

Although she earns a livable wage, Pratt fears a drop in hourly pay would hurt the hundreds of servers who don’t see the kinds of tips she enjoys.

Lawmakers “need to know what that would do to people,” she said. “We have good days, but we have bad days. It’s never stable. Taking pay away — I don’t see the benefit in that.”

Tractor parades for charity may be legalized

By Chad Livengood
Inside Missouri Politics blog 
JEFFERSON CITY — Even though tractor parades are a pastime in many rural towns across Missouri, the Missouri Highway Patrol is looking for some legislative guidance from lawmakers about whether they’re actually legal.
House Bill 93 would ensure licensed drivers have a right to assemble tractors and parade down Missouri roads — except interstate highways, of course — for fundraisers.
Tractor parades are held in some communities to raise money for special-needs children, said the bill’s sponsor, Rep. Mike Thompson, R-Maryville.
“Tractors are not just a tool in these areas, they’re a passion for some people,” Thompson said Tuesday during a hearing before the House transportation committee, which is chaired by Rep. Bob Dixon, R-Springfield.
The House transportation committee could vote on the bill as early as next week.

On the Web
House Bill 93: http://www.house.mo.gov/billtracking/bills091/biltxt/intro/HB0093I.htm
Judge may get the call to be U.S. attorney in St. Louis

By Deb Peterson
ST. LOUIS POST-DISPATCH

02/07/2009

ATTORNEY PRIVILEGE: Cole County Circuit Judge Richard Callahan is rumored to be waiting in the wings to get the nod from U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill to become the U.S. attorney here, replacing Catherine Hanaway. In early December, McCaskill was said to be courting St. Louis County Prosecuting Attorney Robert P. McCulloch for the job. Sources close to McCulloch say he's not sure he wants it because he likes his current job, which he has had since 1991. A deadline is looming, though, and McCaskill is said to be holding a line ticket for Callahan. He did not return a call Friday.

Curators approve furlough, retirement plan

COLUMBIA MISSOURIAN - By Nathan Winters, Nicolás Jiménez
February 6, 2009 | 5:06 p.m. CST

The UM Board of Curators on Friday gave President Gary Forsee the authority to impose emergency furloughs.

The board also authorized a proposal to require benefit-eligible employees to pay into their retirement plans.

Additionally, the board approved a transition assistance program for employees who lose their jobs as a result of budget cuts.

The board voted unanimously to give Forsee authority to implement furloughs if he deemed them necessary. The authority ends June 30, and Forsee must consult the board before taking any action.

The president said only a reduction in state appropriations during the current fiscal year would prompt such a move. He said it would not be imposed unilaterally.

“It wouldn’t be something that would necessarily be applied at the system level,” Forsee said.

In a news conference after the meeting, he was questioned about concerns that faculty were not given enough warning about the changes.

“In a perfect world, all 26,950 of our associates would have a personal conversation with me, and that’s not going to take place,” Forsee said. “That’s not practical, and we rely and I trust the governance processes to work. “

He said he met with faculty leaders on the campuses earlier this week to discuss his proposals.

Forsee said the measures are intended to manage anticipated consequences of the economic downturn.

“Some 18 months ago, we certainly saw the worst recession in 80 years starting to unfold in our country. At the same time, we know that all of those impacts are just now starting to work their way toward us.”

“The question is, how will times change with a new administration, and will that administration move in different directions, and how will we respond and match up to that as we go forward? “

Forsee said it was a time for university leaders to provide ongoing dialogue with their constituents.

“Uncertainty affects everyone," he said.  "The ability to hear directly from individuals who most impact your role, in my experience, is the best measure to assure that morale in context can stay strong during these periods of time."

Tax-break talks top Capitol discussions

GOP majority claim bills will revive area.

Chad Livengood
News-Leader 
Jefferson City -- The pace in the Capitol dramatically increased last week as legislators got to work hearing testimony and debating dozens of bills.

Members of the Republican majority are pushing tax relief as a solution to Missouri's ailing economy.

Here's a look at two of the bills making their way through the House:

Rural development
Rural Missouri communities cannot compete with urban and suburban cities that throw millions at businesses to get them to relocate there, said Rep. Larry Wilson, a Republican from Hickory County.

"We usually have nothing to offer to attract small business to our area," Wilson told the House Rural Development Committee, which he chairs.

Wilson's House Bill 65 would allow county commissions in counties under 18,000 to create rural empowerment zones where new businesses could get their state income taxes waived for up to 10 years for creating at least 10 new jobs.

Existing businesses in the zones that employ 20 or fewer people would have to create five new jobs to qualify for a tax exemption.

Missouri's corporate income tax is 6.25 percent, according to the Department of Revenue.

To qualify, the 65 percent of county residents would need to earn 80 percent of the state median income. That means 65 percent of residents in a county would have to earn less than $35,636 a year to qualify.

In Missouri, 56 counties would qualify, Wilson said.

Empowerment zones would be created by county commissions and would have to have between 400 and 3,500 people living within the boundaries.

The tax breaks are estimated to cost the state treasury $6 million a year.

Supporters of the bill say the lost state revenue would be made up with fewer citizens dependent on state social services and unemployment checks.

"These have to be areas of pervasive poverty and high unemployment," Associated Industries of Missouri president Ray McCarty told the committee, testifying in favor of the bill.

After creating new jobs, the new business or existing company would then pay no state income taxes.

"They will still have to pay their local property taxes," said Wilson, who lives in Flemington and represents Dallas, Hickory and St. Clair counties.

Three years ago, Wilson pursued similar legislation but lawmakers would not agree to make it a statewide tax relief program for rural economic development. Instead, he said, they limited the tax relief to Hickory County, where he lives.

To date, no businesses in Hickory County have taken advantage of the program, Wilson said.

Wilson was able to get the legislation tacked on to an economic development and job creation bill, which passed out of the House on Thursday. The bill now goes on to the Senate.

Eliminate business income tax?
The House Ways and Means Committee, which examines tax policy, heard testimony Thursday for a bill that would implement a gradual reduction and elimination of the corporate income tax by 2014.

Rep. Bryan Stevenson's bill would reduce business income tax rates from 6.25 percent to 5 percent in 2010; to 3.65 percent in 2011; to 2.5 percent in 2012; to 1.25 percent in 2013; and eliminate the tax altogether in 2014.

Stevenson, R-Webb City, said if the legislation passed this session, it would instantly make Missouri a "magnet" for new businesses to set up shop and create jobs.

"It's probably the best economic stimulus package this legislature could pass," Stevenson said.

This is the third year Stevenson has introduced the legislation. Others have tried it in the past, but have gotten nowhere.

Over time, the state would lose $400 million to $500 million a year from eliminating the tax altogether, Stevenson said.

But he expects that money would find its way back into the state treasury through new income, property and sales taxes generated by new businesses and jobs Missouri could attract being tax-free for corporations.

"I do not view this as a net reduction in state income," Stevenson said.

Stevenson said he would prefer eliminating the tax altogether, but he says that isn't politically feasible.

"I'm more likely to get a phase-out than I am for an elimination," he said.

More oversight sought for Mo. funeral industry

Saturday, February 07, 2009

By DAVID A. LIEB

Associated Press Writer

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) Missouri lawmakers want to impose greater oversight on the funeral industry after the failure of company that had promised families hundreds of millions of dollars worth of funeral and burial services.

The legislation would require funeral contract sellers to undergo regular and random state audits, to keep larger amounts of money in trust and ensure consumers receive greater refunds if they cancel their preneed funeral contracts.

It's prompted by last year's collapse of St. Louis-based National Prearranged Services Inc. and its affiliated Texas-based insurance companies, which are being investigated by the FBI for alleged corporate misconduct.

A proposal boosting Missouri's regulatory oversight of the industry was the first Senate bill filed for the 2010 session and could be one of the first debated on the Senate floor, perhaps as soon as this week.

Funeral homes are clamoring for a stronger law to protect both their reputation and their customers. But the legislation has prompted division among funeral directors. Some say the bill isn't tough enough; others fear it is so stringent it could hamper their business.

''For those people that choose to prepay their funeral service expenses, they may live for 20 years, they may live for 30 years after they buy it,'' said sponsoring Sen. Delbert Scott, R-Lowry City. ''We're trying to ensure that when they do die, what they bought is still there.''

The pre-purchase of caskets, burial vaults and funeral services has become a regular and important part of business for many funeral homes. If a customer buys a funeral package valued at $5,000, for example, he or she is guaranteed to receive the same services even if inflation has increased the price to $8,500 by the time he or she dies.

Prepaid funerals generally are handled in one of three ways: The seller opens a joint account with the customer at a local bank, often as a certificate of deposit; the seller takes out a life insurance policy on the customer; or the seller places the money in a trust fund, which earns interest from investments.

National Prearranged Services used the money in its trusts to buy life insurance policies from its affiliated companies while pledging to funeral homes that it would either provide a fixed rate of return or pay for the full inflation-adjusted cost of the funerals. But NPS converted some policies into term life insurance, which doesn't earn interest.

A Texas court ordered the liquidation of NPS and its affiliates last year after deciding that further attempts to financially revive the companies would be futile and would increase the risk of losses to creditors, policyholders and the public. As of last November, NPS had 158,153 active preneed funeral contracts valued at nearly $662 million, with the greatest number in Missouri and Texas.

After NPS went under, funeral homes have taken a hit because they still are contracted to provide services but are not getting reimbursed for the full inflation-adjusted cost.

The Missouri legislation would ban prearranged funeral trusts from investing in term life insurance. It also seeks to prevent the trusts from being depleted.

Under current law, the sellers of prepaid funerals can take 20 percent of the money in a trust, plus the interest it earns, for their own use. The legislation would limit that to 15 percent and require interest to remain in the trust.

Some funeral homes currently use their 20 percent share to pay for the salaries and expenses associated with marketing the prearranged services.

Under the bill, ''what they're doing is keeping us from being able to recover our costs,'' said Kim Woodard, an owner Mason-Woodard Mortuary and Chapel in Joplin. If the bill passes, ''I will have to shut our preneed funeral service down as it exists today.''

But other funeral home owners believe the bill doesn't go far enough to shore up the industry. They want 100 percent of the prepaid money for a funeral to be kept in a trust.

To allow less ''is just ludicrous, and it's a slap in the face to the citizens of this state,'' said Todd Mahn, owner Mahn Funeral Homes in De Soto and Festus. ''There's no safety net there. This whole trust thing is very hollow, and I'm very, very concerned about it.''

The Missouri Funeral Directors and Embalmers Association informally surveyed its members and found a majority favor increasing the amount of money kept in trust, said executive director Don Otto. But the precise amount to be set aside isn't the biggest issue, he said.

''The most important thing out of all this is regular and random investigations and audits,'' Otto said. ''It is meaningless to worry about how much money is put into the trust if you don't check on it.''

The state Board of Embalmers and Funeral Directors currently audits prearranged funeral sellers if there is complaint, Otto said. The legislation requires the board to conduct a financial examination of funeral contract sellers at least once every five years and gives the board discretion for more frequent examinations.

The legislation also sets forth new licensing requirements and allows the state board to raise fees to pay for its expanded oversight.

Sellers of prearranged funeral services now pay a $2 fee on each contract they sell, an amount unchanged since 1982. If the legislation passes, the board plans to increase that fee to $36 the first year, then drop it to $23 in subsequent years, said executive director Becky Dunn. There also will be new or higher fees for professional licenses.

Funeral bill is SB1.

On the Net:

Legislature: http://www.moga.mo.gov
State regulatory board: http://pr.mo.gov/embalmers.asp
Funeral directors group: http://www.mofuneral.org
Measure sparks abortion concerns

FOCA interferes with state rights, some argue.

Chad Livengood
News-Leader 
Jefferson City -- Anti-abortion advocates seeking to stop Congress from passing a law they say will undo hundreds of abortion restriction laws across the country may have an unusual ally in Libertarians who sometimes support a woman's right to choose.

State House members are considering two similar resolutions opposing the federal Freedom of Choice Act, which Democratic President Barack Obama has said he would sign into law.

One of the resolutions takes aim at the states-rights issues at stake in the passage of FOCA, which anti-abortion activists say could override more than 550 state laws across the country that have been enacted since the landmark Roe v. Wade Supreme Court decision in 1973.

"The whole purpose of FOCA is to supercede state and local regulations," said Kerry Messer, president and founder of the Missouri Family Network.

Abortion-rights advocates supporting FOCA say the legislation would require judges to sort out what state laws would violate the proposed federal statute.

Courts would have to decide whether current state laws on the books are in violation of FOCA, if the bill is passed in its previous form, said Vanessa Crawford, political and field director for the abortion-rights group NARAL Pro-Choice Missouri.

"It wouldn't, the day after it passed, throw every law in the book out," Crawford told the House's children and families committee Wednesday.

That's where Libertarians, who oppose federal intrusion into the sovereignty of individual states, may play a role in helping anti-abortion advocates stave off FOCA.

Catherine Bleisch is executive director of the Kansas City-based Liberty Restoration Project, an advocacy group inspired by the renegade presidential candidacy of U.S. Rep. Ron Paul, R-Texas. She's "pro-choice" and supports a woman's right to choose to abort a pregnancy.

"I don't think we should legislate away abortion," Bleisch told a House committee. "I think we should educate it away."

Bleisch and others who strictly interpret the U.S. Constitution see FOCA as another power grab in Washington, D.C.

"When we begin to allow the federal government to encroach upon our rights ... that puts us in a very dangerous situation," Bleisch told lawmakers. "States need to stand up and be assertive."

In arguing that FOCA would trample Missouri's power to govern itself, Rep. Cynthia Davis' resolution cites the 10th Amendment of the U.S. Constitution, which states, "The powers not delegated to the United States by the Constitution, nor prohibited by it to the States, are reserved to the States respectively, or to the people."

"This is about the 10th Amendment, make no mistake. There's nowhere in the constitution that says anything about abortion or any other social programs (being a right)," said Columbia resident Bruce Summers, a member of the Campaign for Liberty, another offshoot group of Paul's smaller government movement.

Rep. Bob Dixon, R-Springfield, has introduced a similar resolution urging Congress to reject FOCA, which he believes would make abortion a fundamental right and prohibit any restrictions on the procedure.

Dixon said Saturday that the full House could take up a resolution opposing FOCA as early as Tuesday.

Some Democrats on the committee said Dixon and Davis' resolutions are premature because FOCA has not yet been re-introduced in Congress this year. Democrats, who control the Congress, have promised the bill this year, though.

Others argue the Missouri General Assembly needs to take action now and send Congress a message.

Joe Ortwerth, executive director of the Missouri Family Policy Council, cited a recent Harris poll that found just 10 percent of Americans believe abortion should be readily available without restrictions put in place by states.

"This would be not just an issue of the 10th Amendment, but run contrary to the majority of people across this country," Ortwerth testified in support of Dixon's resolution.

Abortion-rights advocates also say the state House passing a non-binding resolution telling Congress how to vote will do nothing to prevent unwanted pregnancies and reduce abortions in Missouri.

"This anti-FOCA resolution will do no such thing," said Michelle Trupiano, a lobbyist for Planned Parenthood Affiliates of Missouri.

'Buy American' provision in stimulus package sparks debate

By Bill Lambrecht
POST-DISPATCHWASHINGTON BUREAU CHIEF

02/09/2009

WASHINGTON — In Granite City, laid-off steelworker Jason Fernandez sees hope of getting his job back in the "Buy American" requirement sparking debate in the economic recovery package. But he can't be sure.
"We put our confidence in something just to keep us going through the day," said Fernandez, 26, out of work at U.S. Steel's Granite City Works plant since November.
Fernandez's employment status could change under the Buy American provisions that have survived thus far in wrangling over the stimulus package. But even as Illinois Democrats push Buy American to help their part of the region, Sen. Christopher "Kit" Bond, R-Mo., worries about dampening a proposed St. Louis-China trade partnership.
Critics like Bond warn that "Buy American" could lead to retaliation from China and other trade partners while sending a confusing message about products made in the United States by foreign-owned companies. 

But for the moment at least, "Buy American" is drowning out the free-trade mantra that has dominated in Washington since the Clinton era. 

The House stimulus version applies to iron and steel, promising tens of thousands of jobs — over 40,000 by one count — in an industry buffeted by a juggernaut of cheap Chinese steel. Stimulus-related construction on bridges, highways and schools would use American-made steel unless it raised the cost of a project by more than 25 percent.
The Senate version is even broader, requiring that all "manufactured goods" bought for use in the stimulus package be produced domestically. That would apply not just to steel and processed materials but also to any equipment, from shovels to trucks, purchased by taxpayers for the many projects in the recovery plan.
In both versions, states where different attitudes toward global trade prevail would enforce Buy American in an expected frenzy of bidding and rebidding projects. 
The next task in Washington will be hammering out a final version of Buy American when the Senate and House versions are melded into one. For now, Buy American is triggering debate in the bistate region.
REGIONAL DISPUTE
In promoting Buy American, Rep. Jerry Costello, D-Belleville, has allied with labor unions and others who believe that free trade has been something other than fair trade. He noted that the Chinese government heavily subsidizes its steelmakers, one of the reasons China emerged recently as the world's largest exporter of finished steel products almost overnight. 
Costello recalled a visit to Korea, where people told him they drove Korean-made Hyundais and Kias for patriotic reasons. At the moment, Costello said, it's patriotic for Americans to spend their tax money on American-made steel to help cure this punishing recession.
"What (Buy American critics) need to do is look at the real cost of unemployment — spending taxpayers' money on what is made in China and other countries," he said.
To Bond, Costello's patriotism sounds like protectionism. Buy American provisions ultimately could harm Missouri farm exports, he believes, while diminishing hopes for the proposed Chinese trade hub that St. Louis political leaders are promoting with a new, $1.7 million federal grant. 
"We live in a global economy, and we are in a global economic crisis, which demands more free trade, not less," Bond said.
Critics argue, too, that the United States shouldn't aggravate China, given the need to work closely with the world's most populous nation tackling climate change and constraining North Korea. More important now, they note, is China's role in America's financial future.
By most accounts, China already holds more than $1 trillion in U.S. treasury bonds and other American debt. And that's before the United States put another $1 trillion or so on a credit card to finance the stimulus package.
"It would be a jolt to the financial crisis for sure if China didn't buy U.S. treasuries after getting distracted or testy on the basis of commercial fights," said Gary Clyde Hufbauer, an analyst at the Peterson Institute for International Economics in Washington. 
OBAMA ON BOARD?
For President Barack Obama, following through with the stimulus bill provisions would be a test. After all, running against avowed free-trader John McCain, Obama sounded the phrase "Buy American, Vote Obama" in states that were faring poorly in a globalized economy.
Obama's administration has sent mixed signals. Treasury Secretary Timothy Geithner's assertion that China manipulates its currency brought cheers from many who worry about the flood of cheap Chinese products. By keeping the value of its currency artificially low, China's steel and other goods are appealing to the world.
But after Canada, Mexico and European nations raised concerns last week about Buy American, Obama seemed to distance himself from his own past sentiments and the drive on Capitol Hill.
"I don't want provisions that are going to be a violation of World Trade Organization agreements or in other ways signal protectionism. I think that would be a mistake right now. That is a potential source of trade wars that we can't afford at a time when trade is sinking all across the globe," Obama said just before the Senate watered down its version slightly.
Rep. William Lacy Clay, D-St. Louis, a Buy American supporter in the House, observed: "When you get into the intricacies of international trade, I guess reality sets in. He (Obama) made some promises in the campaign. Perhaps he is reassessing some of what was said on the trail."
Scott Paul is executive director of the American Alliance for Manufacturing, an alliance of Steelworker union and steel manufacturing companies. He noted the popularity of Buy American in polls and observed that no American steel is heading to China for building materials as part of China's own $600 billion stimulus package.
But people should not see Buy American as a trade issue, he said. "No one is talking about barriers or tariffs, but rather about U.S. tax dollars sparking a recovery for steel and other U.S. sectors," he said.
Sean Rose of the Post-Dispatch Washington Bureau contributed to this report.
Measure would allow schools in Missouri to adopt 4-day week

By Roseann Moring

ST. LOUIS POST-DISPATCH

02/09/2009

JEFFERSON CITY — The Legislature might deliver a present to Missouri children this year: fewer days of school.
A bill by Rep. Gayle Kingery, R-Poplar Bluff, would allow school boards to create a four-day week.
Many states are entertaining the idea of a truncated school week. Supporters of the concept say it would save on costs associated with transportation, such as gas for buses, as well as heating and cooling on off days.
But while the idea is appealing to many rural Missouri school districts, some in the St. Louis area are hesitant. Among the worries is that the shortened schedule could leave parents scrambling to find child care. 

Under the bill, school days would extend to about eight hours. Students would get about 1,068 hours of instruction, which exceeds the state requirement.
Rep. Maynard Wallace, the chairman of the House education committee, said this out-of-the-box thinking will be important in the coming years.
"We've all been schooled in a six-hour day, thinking nothing else might work," said Wallace, R-Thornfield, in a committee hearing. "Let's open a door, see what might work."
Many St. Louis area school officials said the districts wouldn't consider moving to a full four-day-week calendar, but some said they would like the options the bill offers.
Rockwood Superintendent Craig Larson said while the flexibility would be useful, his district probably wouldn't move to a permanent four-day week. But he said the district might be interested in scheduling teacher training days for a full day instead of half of a day.
"Rockwood and many of the other suburban districts want to make sure we're focusing on student achievement," he said.
St. Louis Public Schools Superintendent Kelvin Adams said his district had not considered this option. But he said it probably wouldn't be useful because schools start and end at different times, and an eight-hour school day would make some schools end too late.
Kingery said the calendar generally benefits spread-out rural districts more. For example, he said, the Poplar Bluff School District buses travel about 2,500 miles a day and get about four miles per gallon, so the 32 days they could be off the road would be significant savings for the district in gas alone. It would also lower vehicle maintenance and building heating and cooling costs.
Kingery said 92 districts contacted him last year to express interest in the four-day week, although none have committed to the program. 
Kingery said the biggest selling point is that the bill gives school boards the flexibility to choose the option that is best for them.
As a safeguard, if a district falls behind in more than one category on its annual performance report, and can't recover within two years, it must move back to a five-day week until its performance recovers. 
Kingery said 23 other states have considered allowing school districts to move to a four-day week, and 17 have districts that have adopted he schedule. A study by the American Association of School Administrators, which interviewed 546 schools, showed that 15 percent are considering moving to a four-day week and 3 percent are actually doing so.
James Kemp, superintendent of Webster County School District in Kentucky, has seen no drawbacks since his district moved to a four-day week in 2003.
Then, Kemp said, his district was in the bottom third of districts in the state in terms of test scores. Now it is in the top third.
"My teacher corps is better prepared, my buildings are cleaner, my average daily attendance went up, my student accountability improved and we saved money," he said.
While it was instituted as a cost-saving measure, he said no one would go back now because of all the other benefits. 
But, he cautioned, the four-day school week doesn't automatically grant those bonuses. He said their program is successful because the district reinvested the money saved into programs such as professional development and a full day for kindergartners instead of the half day funded by Kentucky.
Kemp said to alleviate a major concern, that of child care for young children, his district implemented a program that trained some high school students to be baby sitters, so parents of young children could potentially hire older children who were also off of school that day.
The Kentucky school district has about 2,200 students and encompasses an area of about 500 square miles, Kemp said.
While Kingery has seen support for the bill, a four-day school week still has some drawbacks. Some question the educational impact of longer days and an extended weekend between school days. Others point out that low-income students who get free meals could miss breakfast and lunch for an extra day.
And perhaps the top concern for parents is the lack of availability of child care on off days.
"You shouldn't make educational decisions based on un-educational reasons like people's work schedules, but those things are important to families," said Peggy Placier, University of Missouri-Columbia professor of education and politics.
And while some anecdotal evidence suggests this format is good for test scores, there is no concrete data, making some leery about embracing a four-day school week.
"I would hate to tack on an extra hour or two to a day when kids and teachers are tired anyway," said Carol Maher, a University of Missouri professor and a former superintendent.
Placier agreed.
"I think you will also have some reactions from teachers that adding an hour to the day doesn't necessarily add an hour of high-quality learning," she said.
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Smoking in Missouri: Pay now or pay more later

By Editorial Board




Smokers and Medicaid recipients in Missouri

This map shows Missouri Medicaid enrollment and smoking rates by county. The darker the color, the greater the percentage of people in Medicaid. Counties with cross-hatching have the highest smoking rates, followed by those with diagonal lines.
Smoking data comes from a survey of 49,500 state residents by the Missouri Foundation for Health and the Missouri Department of Health and Senior Services. It was conducted between February of 2007 and August of 2008. Medicaid data for August 2008 is from the Missouri Department of Social Services.

Smoking is an individual decision with serious societal costs, and the biggest one is health. The medical costs of smoking-related illness in Missouri are about $2.13 billion each year.

We all end up paying that tab, either indirectly through higher insurance payments or directly in taxes paid for Medicare and Medicaid, the state-federal health insurance programs for poor and disabled people. State and federal taxpayers spend about $535 million a year to treat smoking-related illness in Missouri Medicaid patients.

One reason the tab is so high is that nearly a third of people on Medicaid are smokers, about 10 percentage points higher than the state average. The map on this page, based on data from the largest and most comprehensive survey on smoking habits ever conducted in Missouri, shows smoking rates in each of Missouri’s 114 counties and the city of St. Louis. The rates range from almost 35 percent in Mississippi and

Washington counties to slightly more than 14 percent in Nodaway County.
Some of the highest smoking rates are found in counties in which Medicaid enrollment rates — the percentage of the population getting care through Medicaid — are the highest. That helps explain why advocates for the poor are trying to get Missouri Medicaid to add coverage for anti-smoking drugs and counseling.

Missouri is one of just six states in which Medicaid programs exclude coverage for drugs and counseling that can dramatically improve the odds of successfully quitting smoking. Many private health insurance plans here don’t cover anti-smoking aids, either. It’s penny-wise and pound-foolish.

Nicotine changes basic brain chemistry in ways that make users more dependent. It’s among the most addictive drugs, legal or illegal.

About one of every five deaths in Missouri each year is tobacco-related. Nationally, for every smoker who dies, 20 more are diagnosed with serious illnesses. That would be almost 200,000 people a year in our state.
More than half of Missouri smokers say they want to quit. You might think people who can buy their own cigarettes should be able to buy drugs to help them quit. But in a perverse twist of tobacco economics, anti-smoking aids are more expensive than cigarettes — at least until you factor in smoking-related health costs that usually come decades after the fact.

Last week, as reported in Virginia Young’s story “Should state help smokers kick habit?” (Feb. 3), a Missouri Medicaid advisory board heard arguments for directing about $20 million in federal and state money to help smokers quit. The state’s share would be about $7.5 million.

Helping smokers quit would save money in the long run. But at a time when lawmakers are being forced to make budget cuts, it’s going to be a difficult sell.

Still, Missouri made about $108 million in tobacco taxes last year and received another $152 million in tobacco settlement funds. Most of that money goes to uses other than the one for which it was intended: helping smokers quit and preventing kids from starting.

Missouri Medicaid should cover anti-smoking drugs and counseling, the same as it covers drugs to treat diabetes and high cholesterol — two other conditions that, left untreated, add greatly to long-term health costs.

Legislators should require that private health insurance sold in our state provide similar coverage, too. Quitting smoking is hard enough. There’s no justification, moral or economic, for making it any harder.

Our View: MOHELA plans lacking in explanation

TRUMAN INDEX

Posted: 2/5/09

Oh MOHELA -we love it, we hate it, but mostly we're just baffled by it. During the past three years MOHELA has been manipulated, audited, sold in bits and pieces and mostly just reduced to a topic of debate and unrest among politicians, and now it looks like it might have all been for naught.
We must admit that we were a bit skeptical when we first heard about Gov. Matt Blunt's Lewis and Clark Discovering Initiative back in 2006. In a series of visits around the state, Blunt announced funding for 31 capital improvement projects at public colleges and universities. The bill for these projects, covered by the sale of MOHELA assets, was to total $350 million. 
As one of the largest student loan secondary markets in the U.S., MOHELA has helped students get an education without carrying around heavy debt and impossible loan payments. No doubt it did its job well, until reporting a profit loss of $12.4 million in the first quarter of 2008 - its first loss since it was created in 1981. Students who had a vested interest in MOHELA's well-being began to show legitimate concern about future loan payments and still others saw an opportunity for a well-worn corner of Truman to receive a much-needed face lift. $350 million seemed like one heck of a large chunk of money, and immediately students whose loans had been serviced by MOHELA wondered what the effect would be. It was difficult to understand how this money could just appear for colleges and universities without any repercussions for loan-holders. The media asked, and although Blunt issued statements, we remained uneasy. We're still wondering about those effects, which is a frightening thought because those of us who were freshmen when the plan was announced are about to graduate and face loan repayment.
Now, three years later, the on-again, off-again relationship between MOHELA and Truman is back to off-again - or at least maybe off-again. We could have broken ground in a mere 90 days had we maintained the green light, but instead Truman now finds itself on the list of maybes. We suppose it's better than the list of no's, but even better would be to be on the list of alreadys. Yes, that's right - some schools already have completed their MOHELA projects. Others, like us, have received significant amounts of money toward their projects - about $1 million significant in our case.
Except for the private letters sent to the presidents of the public colleges and universities throughout the state that were scheduled to receive MOHELA help for capital improvements, no details about the postponements and cancellations enacted by Gov. Jay Nixon are readily available. For a governor who so heartily encouraged openness in government as the state's Attorney General, it seems odd that more information hasn't been released explaining this decision. The governor already has thrown his support behind higher education by recommending a level budget in 2010, so we don't question where we fall on his list of priorities. However, when it comes to such necessary improvements as those expected in Pershing, we just want some answers so we can know what to expect - both personally when it comes to loans and as an institution when it comes to buildings. 
We understand that the economy is not good, and that we can't complain about a lack of or even a redistribution of funds in times like these. According to Truman officials, MOHELA just isn't making the expected profits because of factors like the current financial crisis, and changes in the federal loan reimbursement structure. 
For now, it looks like our saving grace might have to be a chunk of federal stimulus money. If that really is the case, we really hope this is the end of the Lewis and Clark Discovering Initiative roller coaster.
Make college tax deductible

Staff Editorial

Student Life – The Independent Newspaper of Washington University in St. Louis Since 1978

Recognizing the importance of higher education for success in the modern, globalized world, Missouri state senator Timothy Green recently introduced a bill that would create a deduction against taxpayer’s state income tax for the value of college tuition. The bill stipulates that the taxpayer’s federal adjusted gross income must be less than $200,000 to receive the deduction and the student must be registered at half-time status or more. As students at Washington University, many of us are registered to vote in Missouri and elected a representative who might have the possibility to influence the future of this bill. We should be interested in state issues relating to higher education and make our voices heard on these issues regardless of whether we would directly benefit from the change.
Senate Bill 107 has the potential to make higher education much more affordable for Missouri residents. Although this move would help Washington University attract more qualified students from the state of Missouri, students who might not otherwise be able to afford the education, it will also help residents in Missouri to better afford higher education in general. The benefits of helping families afford higher education cannot be stressed enough. With an uncertain economy, the need to spend money to meet this month’s bills can make it difficult for families to make the long-term financial sacrifices needed to send their kids to college. But the more we educate people, as a society, the more likely we are to find solutions to the problems we currently face, including economic downturns. Investing in Missourians will pay off in the long run. 
In fact, investment in education is so important that we believe this bill should go further to help improve the affordability of higher education for each potential student. Rather than set a flat adjusted gross income of $200,000 as the limit for qualifying for the tax deduction, we believe the bill should provide more nuanced guidelines that would take into account the number of students in a family attending college and other special circumstances.
Unfortunately, in the course of a legislative session only a few of the proposed bills actually make it to the Senate floor to receive a vote, and only a few of those bills actually pass. While we don’t have control over the legislative process, our interest and participation can influence which bills actually move throughout the session. Yesterday, SB 107 had its first hearing in the Governmental Accountability and Fiscal Oversight Committee. This committee will decide whether the bill makes it to the floor. Right now we have the chance to influence the members of this committee by e-mailing them and letting them know we care about the decision they make with regard to this bill. We can also e-mail our elected senators and let them know that we want them to exert whatever influence they can on the process to help SB 107 become law. 
At the local level especially, even the smallest action can truly make a difference. Enacting SB 107 would be a positive step toward increasing access to education by removing some of its financial burden. Take a moment to help make this bill a reality by voicing your support. 

Find members of the Governmental Accountability and Fiscal Oversight Committee:
http://www.senate.mo.gov/09info/comm/gafo.htm
Contact your state senator to express your support:
24th District—Joan Bray: jbray@senate.mo.gov
14th district—Rita Heard Days: http://www.senate.mo.gov/webmail/mail_form.aspx
City 4th—Jeff Smith: http://www.senate.mo.gov/webmail/mail_form.aspx
Is MODOT Yanking Our Cable?

Monday, February 9, 2009
The phrase "yanking your chain" is sometimes used to describe a situation where one person is trying to convince another person that something is so because they say it is.

I think MODOT is yanking our chain. Or, in this case, our cable.

The Southeast Missourian published an article last week discussing the benefits of the cross-over cable systems which MODOT has installed on parts of Interstates throughout Missouri including the recent addition of a 44 mile stretch on I-55 between Oak Ridge and Sikeston.

These systems save lives. The facts are undisputable.

But what I do dispute -- and I have blogged about before -- is why MODOT has chosen to locate the cable system on our part of I-55 so close to the south-bound lane, that you could not pull off the interstate on that side for a routine emergency stop without damaging your vehicle.

Here is the reasoning reported in the article:

When the safety program first started in 2004, guard cable was put in the low-lying center of the median. But flooding undermined the poles holding the cable - and repairs required outside contractors, (the MODOT Project Engineer said).
I find this reasoning ludicrous and here's why.

First of all, if installing the guard cable in the low-lying center of the median affects the integrity of the system, then where are the statistics? According to the article, the Highway Patrol reported that in parts of the state where the systems were installed the number of cross-over fatalities dropped from 55 in the year preceding installation to just 2 in the YEARS since.

That statistical drop is worthy of repeating -- 55 to 2.

A lot of these cable system -- if not all of them -- were installed in the center of the medians of those particular highways. If flooding is affecting their performance, the statistics being reported don't show it.

Secondly, using the excuse of flooding doesn't hold any water. If flooding were truly a problem for these systems, wouldn't it also be undermining the actual roadways? Unless the water table is extremely close to the surface, the solution to this reputed problem is to either put the cable supports in deeper, use longer supports, fix the drainage problems or all of the above.

While the water table may be an issue on I-55 south of Benton where the state flattens out into lowlands, I'm pretty confident it is not a problem in Cape Girardeau County or northern Scott County. If that were really the case, anytime you planted a tree in your backyard, you would have a Beverly Hillbillies moment, but instead of "crude" it would be water.

Thirdly, I really don't follow the logic that if the poles are undermined and located in the middle of the median that those repairs must be done by outside contractors, but in the next paragraph it says that the "newer guard cables are installed closer to the freeway shoulder to allow for quicker, easier maintenance by state crews."

So MODOT can do the maintenance, IF the systems are snuggled up next to the inside south-bound lane of I-55, but IF they're installed 20 feet away in the middle of the median, outside contractors must handle the work.

Huh?

The biggest unanswered question I have regarding this whole cable-system installation is why it was just installed on the south-bound side of I-55. Do cross-over accidents not happen with north-bound drivers?

Or is MODOT planning on spending another $4.5 million for the north-bound lanes of our part of I-55 so that we will have a matched set?

If they do, that will be a massive waste since the stats speak for themselves.

I know this rant is a completely moot point since MODOT has already spent the money and the system is installed. It would be foolish of them to even consider relocating the system at this time. It's a sunk cost. The money has been spent and you -- the reader -- may be asking yourself, so what? What's done, is done.

That's true. But whenever you let idiocy encroach it quickly becomes that rule, and rules are difficult to change. I think the location of the cable system along our part of I-55 was a poor decision and I would hate for it to be presented as a "good" example for future cable-system placements.

When I read the article in the Southeast Missourian and MODOT's reasoning for the cable-system placement, I felt something being yanked. And it wasn't a cable.

CWIP battle

Arguing over nuclear power

COLUMBIA DAILY TRIBUNE By Henry J. Waters III
Saturday, February 7, 2009

As legislation begins to move through the Missouri General Assembly that would remove prohibitions against so-called Construction Work in Progress consumer rate increases, a fine debate ensues.

CWIP was prohibited with a constitutional amendment approved by voters in 1976 after the controversial construction of the Callaway Nuclear Plant near Fulton. In the years since, Callaway and other nuclear generation stations in the U.S. have proved their worth. They are far safer than almost any other source of electric power, and their potential for generating unlimited amounts of carbon-free wattage is an environmental boon.

AmerenUE proposes to build Callaway 2, but the new larger plant is too expensive to finance with traditional borrowing. CWIP would allow the Public Service Commission to grant rate increases to Ameren customers to underwrite interest costs along the way.

These are costs that would cause higher rate structures when the plant goes online, but opponents do not like the idea of consumers paying anything before the electricity is available. This argument appeals to those who supported CWIP prohibition years ago, but today there are several good arguments for removing the ban.

For potential users to pay public infrastructure costs before improvements are completed is common. Citizens begin repaying costs for new highways before the projects are completed. Some of these taxpayers will never use the roads just as some interim rate payers might never use the power generated at Callaway 2, but in the meantime important infrastructure enhancement is underwritten. Better roads must be built, and Ameren’s important electricity supply must be sustained by financing future generation. 

The most promising source of future generation for Missouri and the nation is nuclear power, and private borrowing just won’t work without a way to raise carrying costs along the way.

Callaway 2 will cost upward of $6 billion. It will be the largest construction project ever undertaken in Missouri, requiring thousands of workers and a large ongoing staff. The Public Service Commission will be empowered to make sure rate increases are no larger than necessary to pay interest costs on the financing. They will be modest and spread across Ameren’s entire rate base.

The General Assembly should pass the repeal of CWIP prohibition, enabling AmerenUE to continue with Callaway 2.

Missouri judges deserve a raise

KC STAR

Missouri lawmakers have appropriately rejected pay raises for themselves and statewide officials. No problem there.

But because of a quirky process that lawmakers are loath to fix, the state’s judges can’t get raises unless legislators do.

That’s unfair. Missouri’s judges, especially at the circuit and associate circuit levels, are among the lowest paid in the nation.

The problem is a 1994 constitutional amendment that creates a commission to recommend salaries for legislators, statewide officials and judges.

The very idea of tying judicial and legislative pay is flawed. And the commission hasn’t worked well, failing to even meet in some years. Governors tend to delay appointing its members, forcing them to do their work in a rush.

The commission recommended last summer that associate circuit judges receive a $1,500 raise over each of the next two years, and that other judges and elected officials get the same raise as other state employees.

Lawmakers overwhelmingly rejected the recommendations, citing hard economic times and the state’s budget crunch.

It’s fine for lawmakers, most of whom make $35,915 a year for part-time work, to deny themselves a raise.

But the $120,484 annual salary that Missouri pays circuit judges ranks 39th among the 50 states. Associate circuit judges, whose job descriptions are similar to circuit judges, make $109,366 a year.

Those salaries could make it difficult to recruit and retain a broad pool of qualified lawyers for the bench.

The process for setting judges’ salaries should be separated from lawmakers’ pay.



What’s your opinion? 
Do you agree that Missouri judges’ pay should be decoupled from lawmakers’? Post comments at voices.kansascity.com
Our Opinion: Toughen seat belt standards 


ST. JOSEPH NEWS-PRESS Sunday, February 8, 2009 

Lawmakers in Missouri and Kansas simply ignore the facts when they reject tougher enforcement of seat belt laws.

If there is a victimless crime, failure to wear a seat belt is not it. Consider these facts:

1. Any unrestrained person inside a vehicle is a lethal moving object capable of inflicting injury on others during a crash.

2. An unrestrained driver will have less control of the vehicle following a crash, increasing the potential harm to other persons both in and outside the vehicle.

3. Failure to wear a seat belt by someone who is pregnant is especially dangerous; the greatest threat to the unborn child is death or serious injury to the mother.

4. When the driver is not wearing a seat belt, half the time children in the vehicle also are unrestrained. The best remedy for that is the example set by the adult.

And don’t forget the economic toll assessed to taxpayers every time someone is hurt in an accident — the costs of emergency services, uninsured medical care and higher insurance premiums, among others.

Estimates are that each state could lower its traffic deaths and serious injuries by at least 10 percent if it adopted a “primary” seat belt law allowing drivers to be pulled over and ticketed solely for failing to buckle up. That means 90 deaths and 1,000 injuries avoided each year in Missouri, and 30 deaths and 300 injuries a year in Kansas.

In addition, federal highway money is available through this year as an incentive to get more states to adopt a primary seat belt law. Missouri stands to gain $16 million and Kansas $11.2 million if they join the 26 other states that already allow seat belt violations to be a primary reason motorists are pulled over.

Both states have cut traffic fatalities dramatically in recent years but they still combine for more than 1,300 deaths annually. Education, stepped-up patrols and roadway engineering improvements can only do so much.

Bringing common sense to enforcement of this critical safety law would be a huge leap forward.

Assessing St. Louis County’s assessment flap

POST-DISPATCH - By Editorial Board
If the recent dust-up over the unpaid taxes of several cabinet nominees proves anything, it’s that Americans have a sharp nose for hypocrisy. They don’t enjoy paying taxes, but they accept them, in Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes’ words, as “what we pay for a civilized society.”

That’s provided that the tax system is fair. When the system is skewed, you can get tea dumped in Boston Harbor. Which brings us to the current furor over property taxes in St. Louis County.

In mid-December, the Post-Dispatch’s Paul Hampel reported that county homeowners could expect only about a 2 percent to 3 percent drop in their assessments this year. Since then, county officials have been getting an earful. The assessments still are underway. Preliminary results, and estimated tax bills, won’t be mailed until May 15. The actual tax bills won’t be mailed until November and won’t be due until Dec. 31.

But the natives are restless, and understandably so. Two years ago, the last time property was assessed, the median value of county homes was up 22 percent. That assessment reflected home values on Jan. 1, 2007. The assessment being done now will reflect what home values were on Jan. 1, 2009. In those two years, the bottom dropped out of the real estate market.

People understand that. They may be trying to sell a house or know someone who has. The official numbers bear them out: The Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis reported home sales in metro St. Louis were down 15 percent between November 2007 and November 2008. In the same period, the median sale price of homes in St. Louis County dropped 19 percent, from $156,000 to $126,250.

So what’s with the county saying it expects only a 2 percent to 3 percent drop?

Garry Earls, St. Louis County’s director of operations, has begun carrying his property tax bill around with him. When people begin haranguing him about their own bills, he’s got a handy prop for his show-and-tell lecture. The lecture includes some salient points:

• Yes, St. Louis County is in charge of assessing property and collecting property taxes, but it doesn’t set the tax rates you pay. In fact, county government gets only about 6.7 percent of the more than $1 billion in property tax that county homeowners pay each year. Most of it, 55 percent or so depending on which school district you live in, goes to schools.

• School districts set their own property rates. So do fire districts, city governments, the Community College district, the Special School District and a host of other taxing districts. Even as recently as Feb. 3, voters in some districts were approving tax increases. Webster Groves, for example, passed a library tax that will cost the owner of a $200,000 home an average of $51.30 more a year. The county’s not responsible; the county merely does the assessments, collects the taxes and distributes them.

• If you’re upset with tax rates, you should complain to the taxing districts. And if you’re upset with the assessment rules, you’ll have to complain to the Missouri Legislature, which sets them.

Mr. Earls says his lecture is pretty effective. “People say it’s a lot more complicated than they thought,” he said. “They want it to be simple. If the value of their home goes down by X percent, they want their taxes to go down by X percent.”

If that happened, he said — say property tax collections immediately dropped by 15 percent — it would wreak havoc on schools, fire districts, city governments and dozens of other vital services. If you want the value of your home to plummet even further, that’s one way to do it.

That being said, people must believe their tax system is fair. Assessment is a complicated process, involving difficult assumptions and complex mathematics. But for assessments to go up an average of 22 percent in 2007, and go down only 2 percent to 3 percent in 2009 raises serious questions about fairness.

The various taxing jurisdictions should join the county in a public education program that explains the current system, what’s at stake and why it’s fair. If they can’t do that, then the system should be overhauled.

The Tribune's View

For U.S. Senate

A titanic struggle?

By Henry J. Waters III
Friday, February 6, 2009

The stage is almost set for the political battle of the generation. Robin Carnahan might run against Roy Blunt for the U.S. Senate. They would be after Kit Bond’s vacated seat.

No larger names exist in contemporary Missouri politics than Blunt and Carnahan. Republican Blunt is the father of Matt Blunt, the most recent Missouri governor. Democrat Carnahan is the daughter of Mel Carnahan, a former two-term Missouri governor, and Jean Carnahan, who served an interim term in the U.S. Senate after her husband’s death.

Robin Carnahan is Missouri’s secretary of state. Blunt was a former Missouri secretary of state and currently serves in the U.S. House of Representatives, where he held a top leadership role when Republicans were in the majority.

Carnahan has announced her candidacy. If she loses the Senate race, she can continue as secretary of state, the soft landing of electoral politics. Blunt has not announced, but he is the front-runner among Republicans and almost surely will have the support of most party regulars if he runs. Also mentioned are Sarah Steelman, the former Missouri treasurer and losing candidate for governor in last year’s primary race against Kenny Hulshof; and Jim Talent, a former U.S. senator who lost a bid for governor against Democrat Bob Holden.

Republicans usually work hard to avoid an intraparty primary fight. If Blunt runs, Talent almost certainly will not, but one can’t be sure about Steelman, the party’s most dependable maverick. If she runs in a primary against Blunt, she will lose.

In the Big Show, if it comes off, which of the titans is likely to prevail? In a fit of foolishly premature guesswork, I’ll say at this moment Carnahan probably has the edge, but I wouldn’t want to bet the farm or even the henhouse on it.

Carnahan has the most recent successful track record. She won re-election to her current office last year with a 62 percent margin. Granted, it was a Democratic year for Gov. Jay Nixon, who also won handily, but look at other indicators. Bucking the Dem trend were statewide elections to the General Assembly, where Republicans gained ground. Republican Blaine Luetkemeyer won the race for Congress from the Eighth District, beating Judy Baker. And Missouri lost its traditional bellwether status by electing Republican John McCain over nationally popular Democrat Barack Obama. Our majority political sensibility is center-right.

Geographically it is a toss-up, with Blunt having a tiny edge if anyone does. He’s from the GOP home base in southwest Missouri, but Carnahan is from similarly rich ground for conservative Democrats in the Rolla territory.

Both these candidates are from the countryside, from whence successful statewide candidates usually hail. Both former governors with the heraldic names came from the areas now represented by today’s prospective electoral warriors: Gov. Carnahan from Rolla and Gov. Blunt from Springfield.

It would not be possible to design a more competitive struggle.

Above all, both these public officials have fine records of service to Missouri and the nation. I will not relish the chore facing me as I choose between them. For the good of us all, I hope I have that problem.

Missourinet

Jobs creation bill on fast track at Capitol

Sunday, February 8, 2009, 11:00 PM

By Brent Martin 

A jobs creation bill is on a fast track at the Capitol. 

Governor Nixon, a Democrat, wants a major jobs creation bill on his desk before the legislature takes spring break at mid-March. The House has acted quickly to approve a bill and send it to the Senate.

Nixon deflects a question about how many jobs the bill might actually create. He says it will make the state competitive in the difficult field of economic development, but that it's difficult to quantify its actual effect. House Speaker Ron Richard (R-Joplin) made the same point during a meeting with reporters after the bill passed the House. Richard said the bill might be most effective in setting the stage for Missouri to take advantage once the economic rebound begins.

A main feature of the bill is the expansion of the Quality Jobs program and Nixon says that provides an example of what the bill can produce. Quality Jobs helped a business expand in St. Joseph, adding 124 jobs.

Nixon says the state won't just throw money at the bad economy and will be accountable for the money it spends to stimulate the economy.

As for Nixon's deadline, Senate Leader Charlie Shields (R-St. Joseph) says the Senate is prepared to move the HB191 through the Senate process quickly, so the measure can begin making a difference.

The bill will soon be assigned to a Senate committee prior to coming to the Senate for debate.

Tragic start to 2009 by Missouri hunters

Sunday, February 8, 2009, 10:01 PM

By Bob Priddy 

Missouri's hunters have started 2009 in a tragic way after a historic 2008. 

The conservation department recorded no fatal hunting accidents in 2008, the first fatality-free year since 2002, and only 15 firearms-related hunting accidents. But this January, the department has had four incidents and two fatalities.

The department's hunter education coordinator, Tony Legg, says one of the deaths was a 37-year old squirrel hunter crossing a fence when his rifle went off. He was hit in the chest.

The other incident was a couple of boys being boys--"horsing around," says Legg. 

He says a 17-year old boy and a 13-year old boy had been pointing their rifles at each other's feet, pretending to shoot. When the 13-year old raised his .22 caliber rifle to re-engage the safety, it fired. The bullet hit his 17-year old companion in the neck. 

Legg says the incidents underline the need for greater caution among hunters and emphasize the importance of adult supervision of novice hunters. 

USA TODAY MISSOURI NEWS
Monday, February 9
Jefferson City - State lawmakers want greater oversight of the funeral industry after the failure of St. Louis-based National Prearranged Services, which promised hundreds of millions of dollars in funeral and burial services. The legislation requires companies to undergo regular state audits and ensure larger consumer refunds if a contract is canceled.
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