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Mo. lawmakers hearing public testimony on budget


The Associated Press 

Missouri lawmakers begin laying the groundwork this week for what's expected to be a difficult budget process.

The Senate Appropriations Committee is to hear public testimony Monday and Tuesday on spending for education, public safety, social services and various other government programs.

The House appropriations committee for economic development issues is to meet Wednesday.

Legislative committees typically start hearing pleas for spending before their session officially begins in early January. Gov. Jay Nixon is to outline his budget proposals later in January.

They will be working on a budget to take effect July 1.

Analysis: Kids health care plans on hold in Missouri

By DAVID A. LIEB/Associated Press Writer

December 6, 2009 | 4:56 p.m. CST

JEFFERSON CITY —It's known as "Express Lane Eligibility" — an effort to put children on the fast track for government-run health care coverage.

But in Missouri, the Express Lane has become the slow lane.

Documents obtained by The Associated Press show the Missouri Department of Social Services recommended the adoption this spring of a half-dozen measures intended to enroll more children in government health care programs for low- and middle-income families.

With winter now approaching, none of those recommendations has been implemented.

"It takes money to do it," Gov. Jay Nixon explained last week. "With the downturn in the economy, we just have not had the resources to expand that area."

The expansion of health coverage was one of Nixon's chief campaign pledges last year. It will remain unfulfilled as he ends his first year as governor.

The Republican-led Legislature rejected the Democratic governor's proposals earlier this year to add more low-income adults to Medicaid and to expand the Children's Health Insurance Program by eliminating or lowering the premiums charged to families.

But when President Barack Obama signed legislation in early February giving states new ways to more easily enroll children in government health care programs, Nixon's administration quickly began working behind the scenes to take advantage of its provisions.

Within weeks, a top official in the Family Services Division of Missouri's social services agency had identified Express Lane Eligibility as "our best bet for rapidly increasing enrollment" in Missouri's health care programs, according to documents provided last week to the AP in response to an October open-records request.

Express Lane Eligibility allows states to assume that children already enrolled in other federal aid programs such as food stamps or child care also are eligible to receive health coverage under Medicaid or the Children's Health Insurance Program.

A March 26 department memo identified the sped-up eligibility effort as one of a half dozen options — labeled "Recommendation: PROCEED" — to increase enrollment in Medicaid and the Children's Health Insurance Program. To do everything would have cost the state more than $47 million. The result would have been nearly 42,000 additional people — mainly children — covered by Missouri's health care programs.

On Feb. 26 and again on April 16, Department of Social Services officials met with children's health care advocates to discuss options for expanding enrollment in health care programs. Following the second meeting, department director Ron Levy sent a memo to Nixon's staff indicating a strong consensus to "move forward on the express lane eligibility."

By the end of April, department staff had begun running computer tests to identify children enrolled in other aid programs who could be eligible for Medicaid. They also had developed a form letter to be mailed to thousands of parents.

But the enrollment letters never were sent.

Around that time, Missouri's tax revenues took a sharp turn for the worse. Nixon began the new fiscal year July 1 by announcing $430 million of budget vetoes and spending cuts.

Nonetheless, advocacy groups turned up the pressure on Nixon. They sent a letter signed by more than 50 individuals and groups urging him to direct the Department of Social Services to implement five specific steps to insure more children.

The timing couldn't have been worse.

The mid-July advocacy letter arrived the same week that the Department of Social Services warned Nixon's budget office that the Medicaid program likely would need an additional $35 million in state funds to avoid a shortfall during the 2010 fiscal year. One main reason: an expected enrollment increase of 37,000 children due to the poor economy. The department said there likely was some overlap between the newly enrolled children and those who would have been reached by the Express Lane Eligibility program.

But that hasn't made it easier for Nixon's administration to explain to advocates why it hasn't been able to follow through on Nixon's promise to expand health coverage for children.

"We're getting the crap beat out of us for not moving forward now on express lane enrollment ... which we need to do!" department director Levy wrote to his Medicaid division director, Ian McCaslin, on July 30.

Department spokesman Scott Rowson said Friday that the agency still wants to implement Express Lane Eligibility and other efforts to enroll more children in government health coverage. But he acknowledged: "It's probably not likely in the 2010 fiscal year," which runs through June 30.

Nixon also said he still supports efforts to expand government health coverage for children and the working poor. The governor said he's watching what becomes of the health care debate in Washington and monitoring the state's bank accounts.

"If we get an uptick and we have the resources to do it, you can rest well assured we'll be prepared to do it," Nixon said.

Some doubt effectiveness of texting ban 

Officers say law is difficult to enforce
ST. JOSEPH NEWS-PRESS by Jimmy Myers 
Sunday, December 6, 2009 

Few doubt the dangers of text messaging while driving. But the effectiveness of a law banning the practice is in question.

Missouri legislators passed legislation enacted in September aimed at prohibiting drivers 21 and under from texting while operating a motor vehicle. More than one legislator in the Missouri House of Representatives has pre-filed a bill for the upcoming session that would make it illegal for everyone.

Since the 21-and-under law went into effect, St. Joseph police officers have issued no citations. Capt. Kevin Castle, spokesman at the St. Joseph Police Department, said the enforcement of the ordinance is particularly difficult. For instance, a person can legally make a call while driving, which requires the same action as text messaging. Making the distinction would be difficult for officers.

“It’s just a difficult ordinance for us to enforce in day-to-day activity,” Mr. Castle said, adding that in serious accidents involving youths, they would pursue more severe charges than text/driving.

Sgt. Sheldon Lyon, spokesman for Troop H of the Missouri State Highway Patrol, said he wasn’t aware of any text/driving citations given by troopers since the law went into effect. However, he often speaks to teenage drivers in Northwest Missouri, many of whom weren’t happy with being singled out under the current law. And though he wouldn’t comment on impending legislation, he said he tells them that even though they make up less than 14 percent of the drivers on the roadways, they account for 28 percent of the fatalities.

“It’s the inexperience,” he said of their hours logged behind the wheel, “and when you add something like (text messaging) to the mix, it makes it more dangerous.”

State Sen. Charlie Shields, R-St. Joseph, said it wasn’t only young drivers scratching their heads about the current law. The original proposal last year banned it for all ages before being modified in the House. And while he agrees that it’s a difficult law to enforce, he said it sends a message that text messaging while driving is dangerous. He doesn’t foresee many hurdles in passing the expanded law next year.

“Once it was in law, people said, ‘Why does that only apply to younger drivers?’” he said. “If you’re going to ban it, you should ban it for everybody. It’s an equally dangerous behavior, young driver or old driver.”

State Rep. Rob Schaaf, R-St. Joseph, said he doesn’t know the scope of the problem, but he would be surprised if the bill passed in the House. The majority of legislators recognize that there is already a law against careless driving, he said.

“I also note that it’s been impossible to support primary enforcement of the seat belt law,” Dr. Schaaf said, “which is probably something that would save a lot more lives than banning text messaging.”

Lawmaker wants to add tolls to I-70 in Missouri

A Missouri state lawmaker has once again renewed his effort to eliminate a couple of barriers prohibiting toll roads and bridges in the state.

Sen. Matt Bartle, R-Lee’s Summit, filed legislation this week that would enable the state’s Highways and Transportation Commission to fund, build and operate toll roads and bridges, specifically on Interstate 70 between Kansas City and St. Louis. This is the sixth, and will be the final, time that Bartle has offered legislation to bring tolls to the state. He is term-limited and cannot run for re-election in the fall.

Each of the previous efforts failed to make it out of committee.

The bill calls for truckers and other drivers to pay $5 to drive the length of the highway in the state.

Owner-operator and OOIDA Senior Member Charles Beamer of Stoutsville, MO, said while the $5 fee might sound reasonable he doubts it would stay that amount for very long.

“I-70 is the main route. You have no other choice. Once they have the tolls, the rate will go up quick,” Beamer told Land Line.

As a result, he said Missouri would soon see a lot of travelers completely avoiding the state.

Adding tolls to I-70 is contingent upon the approval of an amendment to the Missouri Constitution. With that in mind, Bartle also introduced a joint resolution to amend the state constitution to grant the highway commission the necessary authority.

The state’s constitution currently prohibits the use of state funds to build toll roads. Changing the constitution would require a public vote after legislative approval. Even if approved by voters, there would still be obstacles to overcome.

For state-run roads, there could be legislation on specific projects to make use of the tolling authority. But for interstates, it’s more complex.

Federal law prohibits enacting tolls on interstates that are now toll-free; however, a state can ask the Federal Highway Administration to toll an interstate as a pilot project.

State transportation officials contend tolls might be the best, if not the only, way to fund additional lanes on the 250-mile stretch between the two metropolitan areas of Kansas City and St. Louis.

Truck driver and OOIDA Life Member Bianca Weathers of West Plains, MO, said she is fed up with lawmakers who come looking for more money. She said states such as Missouri need to stop dipping into transportation funds to pay for other programs before they ask for anymore of her hard-earned money.

“I wouldn’t be willing to pay more. They need to get their act together and use the money as it’s intended. Quit pulling out money for other projects,” Weathers told Land Line.
Beamer shared the same reaction.

“I’ll agree I-70 needs something done with it, but if the state would spend their money a little more wisely I believe we’d have more money for roads,” he said.

Beamer also said that with the thousands of dollars that Missouri truckers fork over each year in taxes it should be quite a boon for the state’s transportation system.

“I think the money’s there if it was spent wisely.”

Proponents of toll roads have tried for years to make them an option in Missouri, but voters rejected the concept in 1970 and 1992. That’s as far as highway officials have gotten. They’ve asked for tolling authority the past few years, but lawmakers have refused to let it advance to the ballot.

Bartle’s legislation – SB585 and SJR19 – are awaiting assignment to committee for consideration during the session that begins Jan. 6.

To view other legislative activities of interest for Missouri in 2009, click here.

LAND LINE MAGAZINE– By Keith Goble, state legislative editor
Legislators have high hopes for their last year

Area law makers facing term limits

By Jeff Fox - jeff.fox@examiner.net

The Examiner
Posted Dec 04, 2009 @ 11:31 PM

Independence, MO — Four area legislators sat side by side Friday morning. Some are looking at higher office, but each is entering his last year in the Missouri House.
“We’ve got one year left. We’ve got a lot of work to do,” said Bryan Pratt, R-Blue Springs and the No. 2 leader in the Missouri House.
The legislators discussed issues likely to dominate the General Assembly session that opens in January, and they focused largely on the tight state budget, the economy and ethics reform.
“Number one, we’ve got to figure out a better way to create jobs in this state,” said Rep. Paul LeVota, D-Independence and the top leader among House Democrats, who are in the minority in Jefferson City. LeVota said the state has relied too heavily on tax credits and needs more focus on job training.
Still, the state’s budget could limit legislators’ options.
“Really, the lack of budget encompasses everything. ... So we’re going to have to make some tough choices,” LeVota said.
Several legislators have offered ethics reforms this week – Tuesday was the first day to file legislation – and Rep. Gary Dusenberg, R-Blue Springs, said he supports that as well. He said he now sees it as a mistake to have voted in 2008 to get rid of campaign contribution limits.
“But I regret that vote,” he said.
He suggested contribution limits of $750 for House races, $1,500 for Senate races and $3,000 for statewide races such as governor. LeVota this week came out in favor of lower limits than that.
Dusenberg said there’s “a cloud” over Jefferson City stemming from a “pay to play” mentality.
“I don’t know how they look themselves in the mirror in the morning,” he said.
Rep. Ray Salva, D-Sugar Creek, was equally critical, referring to the Missouri Ethics Commission as “a farce.” For one thing, he said, that agency needs subpoena power.
“No matter what we do in Jefferson City on campaign finance reform, it will be a farce. It will be a total farce,” Salva said.
Other issues came up too:
n Salva wants to raise jury pay, which has been $6 a day for decades. He proposes no pay for the first day, $6 a day for the second and $40 a day after that. That would generally cost $6 for those who report for jury duty but are not put on a jury, but it would mean better pay for those who are called and have to serve for a few days.
n If and when Congress passes major health-care legislation, the job won’t be done, LeVota said. Washington, he said, doesn’t seem to grasp that state legislatures wrap up their work at different times. Missouri lawmakers are done in mid-May, so if health care is passed in late spring, the governor might call a special session just to deal with that.
“No matter how it turns out, there’s going to be a tremendous amount of work on the state level in how we implement that,” LeVota said. 
n Salva wants preferences for Missouri companies bidding on state work. He said he tried to get passed a couple of years ago but fell short. Then, when the state embarked on a massive contract to repair hundreds of bridges, that work went to firms from Nebraska and Kansas – at the expense of Lafarge, with operations in Sugar Creek and Lee’s Summit.
“Eastern Jackson County firms get overlooked by Nebraska and Kansas. What in the hell are we talking about?” he asked.

LOOKING TO 2011
The next session of the Missouri General Assembly is only a month away – and November 2010 isn’t that far off.
As legislators discussed upcoming policy issues, politics wasn’t far away at a breakfast Friday morning.
One state legislator, Rep. Ray Salva, D- Sugar Creek, endorsed the person he’d like to see take his place in January 2011 – fellow Democrat Ira Anders of Independence, currently a member of the Independence Board of Education.
“That’s who I’m going to help,” Salva said.
Salva, like most state legislators from Eastern Jackson County, is entering his last year in the General Assembly. Overall, 54 of the 163 members of the House cannot run again next November because of term limits.
Legislators differed on term limits in their remarks at the Independence Council for Economic Development breakfast.
Rep. Bryan Pratt, R-Blue Springs and the No. 2 Republican in the House leadership, said voters overwhelmingly approved term limits and Jefferson City just has to live with it. Rep. Paul LeVota, D-Independence and the top Democrat in the House, said he’s not yet convinced that term limits are a bad idea.
But Salva said he’s had a change of heart.
“It’s a bad law,” he said. “I’m gonna tell you, I voted for it. I thought it was a good idea.”
The legislature will not tackle the issue, said Salva, so it will be up to others to organize an initiative petition and put the issue back on the ballot if there is to be any change.

Limits to jury damage awards to be debated by Missouri Supreme Court

By Tony Messenger
POST-DISPATCH JEFFERSON CITY BUREAU

12/06/2009


ST. LOUIS — Dylan Blankenship was a surprise. "A gift," said his dad, Dewayne.
The Blankenships' time with their gift was short. 
Dylan died at 6 months old after contracting a blood-borne bacterial infection called meningococcemia. The infection is treatable with antibiotics if caught early enough. 

In August, a St. Louis jury awarded Dewayne and Suzanne Blankenship a $6 million verdict in the wrongful death and medical malpractice lawsuit filed on behalf of their son.
It was the largest such verdict this year, and one of the largest ever in the city. The jury found that the hospital's doctors missed all the obvious signs of Dylan's ailment. They didn't give him antibiotics. They didn't give him intravenous fluids. They didn't even unzip his sleeper.
The reality of Missouri law, though, is that the Blankenships will never see much of that money. What the jury didn't know — what they couldn't be told by law — is that the most money that can actually be awarded for pain and suffering in a Missouri medical malpractice case is $350,000.
Next month, the Missouri Supreme Court will hear arguments in a separate case that challenges that limit. There and in Illinois' highest court, judges ultimately will rule on an issue that pits doctors and businesses against lawyers and advocates for victims like Dylan.
* * * 
For years, Missouri lawmakers — and the state's doctors and lawyers — have been fighting about medical malpractice laws. Doctors claim the expense of such lawsuits drives up the cost of their malpractice insurance. They convinced lawmakers in 2005 to pass a cap on awards for pain and suffering in such lawsuits. 
The battle pits trial lawyers against doctors, with each side claiming the other is greedily grabbing for the same pile of money.
But that's not how St. Louis attorney David Zevan sees it.
"It's not about lawyers or doctors," said Zevan, who represented the Blankenships in their lawsuit, which has been appealed. "It's not about money. They have to understand that in Jefferson City."
Missouri already had a cap in place before 2005 — it was about $640,000 — but then-Gov. Matt Blunt and the Republican-led Legislature reduced it by about $300,000. The change was needed, argued doctors and other health care interests, because medical malpractice rates were skyrocketing in Missouri.
"We were at a crisis," said lobbyist Tom Holloway of the Missouri State Medical Association, a group that represents physicians. 
The high insurance rates made it difficult to recruit doctors to the Show-Me State and increased overall health care costs, Holloway said.
Indeed, since the 2005 caps were passed, medical malpractice rates in the state have dropped, according to the Department of Insurance. And the number of new doctors in the state has increased.
Lower rates for malpractice insurance means that doctors have more money to put into their practices for new equipment or other costs, Holloway said. According to a Department of Insurance report, doctors in Missouri paid about $33 million more for malpractice insurance in 2004 than they did in 2008. That means more doctors are paying less for insurance today than they were before the 2005 law. And that, Holloway said, is good for consumers.
But there's another side to that equation.
Zevan, who specializes in medical malpractice lawsuits, said that other consumers stand to be hurt by the damage caps. 
He and his partner, Kevin Davidson, represented the Blankenships in their lawsuit. It was one of many such suits filed before the 2005 law went into effect lowering the damage caps to $350,000. The lower caps are bad for consumers, Zevan said, because it means that people such as the Blankenships will have a harder time finding a lawyer willing to take their cases.
"If that case came in today, I would be unlikely to take it," Zevan said. He said that such a case costs $50,000 to $75,000 just to get it to trial. Lawyers take such cases on a contingent fee basis, taking generally 30 percent to 40 percent of whatever the jury awards. 
If such cases aren't being filed, then there is less accountability in the health care system, Zevan said. "I truly believe this process raises the standard of care," he said. 
That's why the Blankenships filed their case in the first place, they said.
"We did this because we thought we were going to change the way they do things," said Suzanne Blankenship.
"It was about nobody else going through what we did," echoed her husband. 
With the lower caps, Zevan and other attorneys in his line of work say that the Legislature has taken the power out of juries by prejudging cases before they ever go to trial. 
"The lady who died in the nursing home from bed sores has no economic value to the Legislature," said Zevan. "In Jefferson City, this debate becomes something it's not. … It's about real people."
* * * 
One of those people is a man named James Klotz. Klotz, of Arnold, suffered organ failure and other medical problems in 2004 after a pacemaker became infected. He and his wife, Mary, sued and won damages of more than $1 million.
But that settlement, like the one awarded the Blankenships, was reduced because of Missouri's damage caps. 
Klotz's attorneys have questioned the constitutionality of the caps in medical malpractice lawsuits, and the case has made its way to the Missouri Supreme Court.
Likewise, damage caps in Illinois are also being questioned in that state's highest court. The caps in Illinois are higher — $500,000 for doctors; $1 million for hospitals — but the arguments against them are the same.
Attorneys argue that they actually discriminate against the people who need them most. 
That's because there is no cap on economic damages, says attorney Kevin Davidson, who filed a brief in the Klotz case on behalf of disabled Missourians.
For somebody who is employed and has high income, juries can still award damages based on lost wealth in wrongful death or medical malpractice cases. So the families of people with good incomes have an opportunity to recover their losses.
That's not so for those who are poor, Davidson said. In his brief in the Klotz case, he argues that people who are disabled and unemployable are discriminated against by the law that says their lives are essentially worth less than somebody who makes more money.
"It seems upside down to me," Davidson said. "The people who need our protection the most are the ones who aren't getting it."
The Klotz court fight is lining up as a battle of legal heavyweights. Like many skirmishes in Jefferson City, it's a clash between trial lawyers and business interests. 
Nearly every major medical association — and business groups such as the Chamber of Commerce — have joined in support of the damage caps.
Harvey Teitelbaum, the attorney representing the state medical association in the case, turns the economic argument on its head. Without caps, he argued in a brief before the Supreme Court, medical expenses increase to the point that some people can't afford health care.
And when doctors leave the state because of the cost of malpractice insurance, less access to health care is often the result, he said.
Attorneys for Missouri's medical schools take that argument a step further. The medical schools at the University of Missouri, St. Louis University and Washington University staff the emergency rooms at hospitals throughout the state. With the historical decline in support for city and county public hospitals, it's the medical schools that provide much of the care to Missouri's indigent population.
As such, it is the schools that ultimately pay the price of damage awards in many medical malpractice lawsuits. The defendant in the Blankenships' case, for instance, wasn't the hospital, but St. Louis University, because the doctors were from the medical school. 
"The University … clinical care revenues are simply not sufficient over the long term to support … community-oriented patient care and outreach if those same revenues must also provide for unlimited medical malpractice claims payments and reserves," wrote the team of university attorneys in their legal brief arguing for damage caps. 
The Klotz case is scheduled to be argued before the state Supreme Court on Jan. 14. 
* * * 
When Dylan Blankenship became ill five years ago, it wasn't the first time his parents had dealt with a sick child. The Blankenships, both 48, already had two children when Dylan was born.
When Suzanne Blankenship took her feverish son to Cardinal Glennon Children's Medical Center, she expected to be there for a while. The couple live in Fenton, but they wanted their son to be treated at a children's hospital. So she packed an overnight bag and prepared for a long trip.
Dylan was lethargic and had a fever. He wasn't eating. He couldn't breathe.
The doctors in the emergency room sent him home after about 45 minutes. "They never even undressed him," she said.
The next day, as Dylan got worse, she took pictures of a purplish rash forming on his body. She described it to the doctor as she called in again, and he suggested the worried mother hang up and call 911. 
When Blankenship and her son got out of the ambulance at the hospital, she was met by the very doctor who had sent them home the night before.
"What I wanted to do was grab his shoulders and shake him," she said. "I needed his help the night before."
After Dylan died, Blankenship looked at the records, pored over medical journals. She tried to figure out what went wrong.
Her conclusion: She did everything she was supposed to do. The doctors just missed it.
Eventually the couple would decide a lawsuit was the only way they could get closure and justice.
The Blankenships probably will never see the $6 million a jury awarded them, but they hope the high figure sends a message. 
"No matter where this goes, Dylan isn't coming back," Suzanne Blankenship said. "What other recourse do you have, then, other than a lawsuit? This is the only way to make them change."

Report: Ballot Proposal Threatens Missouri Jobs, Economy

POST-DISPATCH   By: Jim Goodwin

JEFFERSON CITY – A proposed constitutional amendment at the center of newly filed legislation could cost the state high-paying jobs and millions of dollars each year in missed economic opportunities, according to a report by the State Auditor’s Office.

The proposed amendment is part of legislation filed this week by state Rep. Cynthia Davis, R-O’Fallon, that aims to restrict lawful stem cell research in the state. State economic development officials sounded a warning earlier this year about the severe effect a similar proposal would have on jobs and the state’s economy.

If the amendment passes, the Missouri Department of Economic Development expects “significant economic impact on future research, entrepreneurship and business development within Missouri,” according to the state auditor’s review of the earlier proposal.

Affected industries would include the medical and research fields, as well as construction and other related sectors. Salaries in these fields average $55,330 per year for scientists and researchers and $45,490 per year for construction workers, according to the federal Bureau of Labor Statistics. The average annual salary for all occupations in Missouri is $38,580.

Before voters could weigh in on the proposed amendment, the legislation filed this week, HJR 49, would have to pass the Missouri House and Senate.

Other entities that noted negative effects of the amendment include the four-campus University of Missouri System and the city of St. Louis, which expects it would lose $14.3 million in general revenue per year.

“Scientists in general will view Missouri as a regressive and unfriendly place for life sciences research, and those who make careers of cutting-edge research will not locate in Missouri” if the amendment passed, city officials said in the state auditor’s report.

Read the full report (pdf) from the Missouri State Auditor’s Office.
###

The Missouri Coalition for Lifesaving Cures stands with more than 65,000 members and more than 100 leading patient, medical and faith organizations in protecting medical advances in our state. We work to inform the public about the promise of medical research and of the laws and policies that affect medical research and treatments. Learn more about our efforts at www.MissouriCures.com.

Truman State pays former president $215,000 for report on how to cut costs

By CHERYL WITTENAUER
The Associated Press 

ST. LOUIS | The former president of Truman State University in Kirksville performed only one task in her year as its consultant that earned her $215,000: She wrote a report on ways the university could cut costs and save money.

The disclosure was first reported Thursday by the university's student newspaper, the Index. The former president, Barbara Dixon, did not return several phone calls by The Associated Press seeking comment.

Cheryl Cozette, chair of the university's board of governors, said Friday that Dixon also worked to enable a smooth transition between her and the current interim president, Darrell Krueger, but added that is difficult to quantify.

Krueger said he didn't need to call Dixon and didn't believe it was his responsibility to ask her to do any work.

"If I would have had a need, I would have called her," Krueger said. "But there were resources here that I tapped."

Dixon announced she was resigning as university president in mid-September 2008 and left the post a month later. She then began a one-year contract as the board's consultant. That job ended in October of this year.

Cozette said the board hadn't yet selected an interim president when it gave Dixon a one-year, $205,000 "open-ended, based-on-need" consulting contract and $10,000 bonus. Krueger, who taught at Truman State in the 1970s, ended up starting as its interim president on Oct. 16, 2008, the day after Dixon left the president's post.

"We didn't anticipate we'd find an interim president with such a rich history with the university," she said. "It minimized the amount of work we asked Dixon to do."

The board did ask Dixon to offer her ideas on budget priorities and places to cut, and to help tackle this "budget crisis we're all experiencing," Cozette said.

Truman State is a four-year public university with about 5,600 undergraduate students and 250 graduate students, according to its Web site. Last month, the state's four-year colleges agreed to a 5.2 percent budget cut without a tuition increase for in-state undergraduates. Last year, Gov. Jay Nixon and universities agreed to no budget cuts or tuition increases.

Krueger had just retired as president of Winona State University when he was tapped as Truman's interim president. He was its dean of instruction and vice president of academic affairs from 1973 to 1989.

Cozette said the board expects to name a permanent president in February. Krueger said he is not seeking the post.

Krueger and Cozette said universities commonly tap outgoing presidents as consultants while they search for successors.

"It's easy to second-guess our decisions," Cozette said. "I prefer to move forward and move on.

"We made the best decision with the information we had."

Krueger wouldn't say how the $215,000 might have been spent otherwise.

"I'm looking forward and trying to earn my salary," he said. "I'm not judging the board or the past president. These are tough times at universities across the country."

Budget Director Dave Rector told the Index that Dixon's consultant salary could have helped cover a loss in state funding.

Dixon, who now lives in Mt. Pleasant, Mich., consults for Myers McRae, which conducts executive searches for institutions of higher education.

Truman State won't be using such services.

The board decided to conduct its own search, Cozette said, "to conserve finances in these tight times."

Nixon: Too soon to say if more budget cuts are needed 

Marshall Griffin, St. Louis Public Radio (2009-12-04) 

JEFFERSON CITY, MO. (St. Louis Public Radio) - Governor Jay Nixon says the increase in state revenues last month was good news, but he also indicated that the state of Missouri is still on financially shaky ground.
"We're still underneath the consensus revenue estimate numbers that the budget was built on, so we'll watch (the) December numbers very carefully...but I think at this particular point to say that there may not have to be additional cuts, it's just too premature to say that."
Nixon made those comments today to reporters outside his office in the State Capitol Building.
Missouri's revenue numbers were up by nearly seven percent in November, partly because of a shift in timing for when sales taxes were collected.
Meanwhile, budget writers are scheduled next week to begin estimating the consensus revenue figures in preparation for the 2010 legislative session, which begins in January.
Nixon says he'll seek to increase Medicaid eligibility in 2010 

Marshall Griffin, St. Louis Public Radio (2009-12-04) 

JEFFERSON CITY, MO. (St. Louis Public Radio) - Governor Jay Nixon says he's still determined to boost the number of poor Missourians eligible for Medicaid.
The Democratic governor failed to persuade the GOP-led General Assembly earlier this year to expand Medicaid coverage to 35,000 low-income working parents. He says he'll try again when the 2010 session begins next month.
"We're looking for a number of options to make sure that (we'll) have the coverage...obviously it's a difficult budget time right now for us, and we have a challenging level of income on the state side," Nixon said.
Republican House leaders opposed expanding Medicaid coverage to "able-bodied adults," and touted a plan late in the 2009 session to provide 20,000 "uninsurable" Missourians with health coverage.
The 2010 session begins January 6th.
Flags will fly at half-staff in honor of Pearl Harbor
SPRINGFIELD NEWS-LEADER
The United States and Missouri flags on all state and local government buildings in Missouri will be flown at half-staff today to commemorate those who died or were wounded during the attack on Pearl Harbor, Hawaii, on Dec. 7, 1941.

A 1996 state law designated Dec. 7 as Pearl Harbor Remembrance Day and directed that on that day, flags be flown at half-staff by all state agencies and political subdivisions of the state, according to Gov. Jay Nixon's office.

"The attack on Pearl Harbor united and galvanized this nation against the forces of tyranny that were seeking world domination," Nixon said. "Victory against those enemies was won at an enormous cost. It is fitting then that we stop to remember the sacrifice of the more than 2,000 soldiers, sailors, Marines, airmen and civilians who died that day 68 years ago, when America was brought into a global war."

New USS Missouri revives a legendary name from World War II

By MATT CAMPBELL
The Kansas City Star 

Pearl Harbor and the name USS Missouri are forever linked.

It was on the deck of that mighty battleship that the Japanese, who attacked the U.S. Navy port in Hawaii 68 years ago today, formally surrendered in 1945.

Now the retired battleship is a floating museum at Pearl Harbor, in dry dock undergoing repairs. A new USS Missouri will carry on the name. The $2 billion nuclear attack submarine, the world’s most advanced to date, was christened Saturday in Groton, Conn.

The timing, in proximity to Pearl Harbor Day, was a nice coincidence.

“For me, as a Missourian, to have a vessel as powerful as that one was something that was very special,” said J. Stanton Thompson of Higginsville, Mo., a retired rear admiral. “The Navy has looked forward enough to name another major warship for our state. She will make her own history.”

The old USS Missouri was not at Pearl Harbor during the surprise attack of Dec. 7, 1941, but its keel had been laid early that year at the New York Navy Yard. It was christened by Margaret Truman, daughter of then-Sen. Harry Truman of Missouri. It entered service in 1944.

The “Mighty Mo” served the United States over five decades and in three wars: World War II, Korea and the first Gulf War. It was decommissioned, and in 1998 it was donated to a nonprofit organization that operates it as a floating museum on Battleship Row at Pearl Harbor.

Visitors can see the historic spot on its deck where Japanese emissaries signed the surrender papers on Sept. 2, 1945, before Supreme Allied Commander Douglas MacArthur, ending World War II.

But this autumn the 887-foot ship was pushed and towed to a repair yard at Pearl Harbor for a three-month, $18 million overhaul that includes sandblasting and other maintenance and preservation work on its hull. 

The ship will also be repainted top to bottom. The Department of Defense is contributing $10 million to the project. The battleship was last dry-docked in 1992.

The ship is tentatively scheduled to return to the harbor on Jan. 7, and a re-opening ceremony is planned for Jan. 29, the 66th anniversary of its launch.

The battleship was not the first vessel named for Missouri. That was a 10-gun steam-powered side-wheeler commissioned in 1842. It was followed by a Confederate steamer during the Civil War, a battleship commissioned in 1903 and then the World War II vessel.

“This new Missouri, a fast-attack submarine, will continue the proud history of these ships before her,” Rep. Ike Skelton of Missouri said Saturday at the christening ceremony.

The new USS Missouri is of the Virginia class of submarines, designed to replace the Los Angeles class.

The sub is not as big as the last battleship, but it packs more of a wallop. While the World War II-era ship’s 16-inch guns could shoot some 30 miles, the submarine’s Tomahawk cruise missiles will be able to hit a precise target hundreds of miles away.

“The battleship Missouri ushered in a new era in world history,” Sen. Claire McCaskill of Missouri said at the christening, “so anything is possible for this submarine, too.”



REMEMBERING PEARL HARBOR 
The local chapter of the Pearl Harbor Survivors Association will mark the 68th anniversary of the attack with a public program and reception from 11:15 a.m. to 1:15 p.m. today at the Sylvester Powell Jr. Community Center, 6200 Martway, Mission. Four of the five remaining local survivors are expected to attend.

KSPR - News, Weather, Sports Springfield, MO 
Missouri's Poorest County Flourishes in Poor Economy

  No where would you think the economic troubles would be more prevalent than in the country's poorest counties.

  A county's wealth is determined by the median income of its population.

  We went to Missouri's poorest county expecting to hear a sad story, but instead got a story of survival and success.

  Shannon County, Missouri, is closed for the season.

  "Basically we're a tourist town. You live and die in the summer. From Memorial Day to Labor Day you need to be making money because after Labor Day there's nothing going on," explains Carolyn Dyer, who, along with her family, runs Cross Country Trail Ride in Eminence.

  On this post-Labor Day, pre-Memorial Day afternoon that is certainly the case.

  And wet weather has washed away any excitement summer left behind.

  "Most if not all of our county roads are either washed out or damaged in some way," Shannon County Presiding Commissioner Tony Orchard tells us.

   But spirits are dry and high.

  Which may sound surprising.

  The second largest county in the state boasts one of the smallest populations made up of the poorest people.

  "People here are used to dealing with a lot less," says Orchard.

  A trip through the county's seat and largest town, Eminence, population 557, suggests otherwise though.

  "We have a tremendous location and we have a really good local business."

  Actually, Tony Orchard and his wife Tammy's convenience store is possibly the most successful business in the county.

  "There's 1.7 million people come through the Eminence area and there's days I think every one come through this store," she says with a laugh.

  Maybe even more stopped in this past summer.

  "We had people tell us they hadn't been here in 15 to 17, 18, 20 years and they said it was a cheap place to come and vacation," Orchard recalls.

   No where was that more evident than Cross County Trail Ride.

  "Almost every business tries to cater to the tourists coming in because that's their bread and butter; that's all they've got.," Dyer tells us.

  Her family manages that quite well.

  "Over the year we'll have somewhere between 10,000 and 12,000 people come through."

  Add hundreds more to that estimate this year- proof prosperity can be achieved in the poorest of economic times, ironically by the state's poorest county.

  Not everything in Shannon County is roses; the presiding commissioner tells us sales tax revenue is down.

  Just to put things in perspective, Shannon County is considered the nation's 78th poorest county with a median per capita income of less than $11,500.

  To compare, Greene County's median is close to $26,000.

Highway 40: Back in business

By Paul Hampel
ST. LOUIS POST-DISPATCH

12/07/2009


Whether you call it 40, I-64 or the Jack Buck Memorial Highway, the fresh stretch of pavement that greeted predawn commuters Monday was a welcome relief after two years of detours. 

"Welcome to the New I-64 -- thank you St. Louis," blinked a highway sign on the westbound lanes of the interstate at the Hanley Road exit.
Driving the new eastern section of I-64 in the predawn gloom was a bit like attending a reunion. In some ways, the road was instantly familiar, but there were a few awkward moments in the reacquainting process.
For instance, the sign on Brentwood Boulevard directing motorists onto the highway came across as a bit of a tease: What appears to be an entrance ramp onto the highway is now a service road that still has one stop light before drivers can have free-sailing travel.
Just when you think you're ready to merge into highway traffic, eastbound drivers soon find they need to traverse through a lighted intersection at Hanley Road.
Conversely, the westbound drivers who want to exit at Brentwood Boulevard need to do so before Hanley Road.
It remains to be seen if the traffic professionals who designed the new interchange will have guessed correctly about that exit's ability to handle the volume of motorists there.
By the time the first commuters rolled out of bed Monday, the highway had been opened for hours. The broad white expanse of concrete was well-lighted and smooth from west county to the city limits. 
At 1:37 a.m. Monday, MoDOT's Dennis O'Loughlin alerted reporters that the highway in both directions was open. 
The real test will come when rush hour ramps up before 9 a.m.
But some motorists got a payoff well before that Monday.
For Kevin Albers, of O'Fallon, Ill., the benefit boiled down to one word: Time.
Albers works in Brentwood at the BJC Information Systems Center. For the last year, Albers would exit at Kingshighway, snake through Dogtown neighborhood, Maplewood and Richmond Heights to get to his office."
"For the last year, I've had a one-hour commute each way," Albers said. "Today, it only took me a half hour."
A co-worker, Sue Wrolen of Granite City, was all smiles as she walked from the Metrolink garage across the pedestrian bridge to the BJC office.
"This means I get to leave for work a half hour later and enjoy another cup of coffee," she said.
The heaviest traffic time will come between 7 a.m. and 8 a.m., said Linda Wilson of MoDOT. Just before 7 a.m., Wilson said there had been no traffic problems. "It looks like a typical morning rush hour," she said.
The highway opening did not alleviate every traffic headache in the Brentwood area. For northbound McKnight Road traffic, the going was a bumper-to-bumper crawl from Litzsinger to Clayton roads.
Any notion that the highway reconstruction would alleviate heavy traffic in the Hanley corridor was dispelled by 8 a.m. Monday.
Traffic in the westbound lanes approaching Big Bend was heavy, slow and virtually the same as it was before the highway was rebuilt. The reason for the stop-and-go traffic there appeared to be the heavy volume of cars entering Intersate 170 north.
Only time will tell if this is going to be a permanent sitation or if this was a case of drivers working the kinks out in the first day.
Meanwhile, eastbound traffic was extremely heavy, traveling at a stop-and-go pace from east of Lindbergh Boulevard into Brentwood. 

Ken Leiser of the Post-Dispatch staff contributed to this report.
KC school district has about 1,000 employees too many, official says

By JOE ROBERTSON
The Kansas City Star 

After a stormy summer in which the Kansas City School District shed more than 500 employees, its remade human resources department faces another huge task.

With about 3,300 employees, the district still has about 1,000 more people than most districts with enrollments of about 17,000 students, said Steve Harris, the new assistant superintendent for human resources.

“We’re way out of sync,” Harris said. “We want to try to get as close as we can for the next school year.”

He can’t predict how many cuts will come. A strategic planning process and school closings will determine a lot.

It would be hard to imagine a worse setup than the one he came into.

The interim administration that preceded Superintendent John Covington announced school closings in early June, ahead of Covington’s arrival in July. Staff adjustments had to be made during the summer. The district laid off teachers in July and August, just weeks before the start of the new school year.

The district made many cuts through attrition, but 120 teachers and 98 support staff were involuntarily let go.

Along the way, the district had to navigate state law, union agreements and a contract with Teach for America, which recruits top college graduates and trains them to serve in the nation’s neediest schools. The contract committed the district to placing 85 of Teach for America’s first- and second-year teachers.

Hovering over it all was the district’s employment history, which Covington had said suffered from too many people being hired “based on relationships, friendships and courtships.”

One of Covington’s early decisions was to ax on July 31 the consulting firm that had managed the district’s human resources.

Harris sat in on his first staff meeting 10 days later. What he was told, he summed up gently, was that “the hiring and placement of teachers was not done well.”

Teachers were supposed to report to their schools in seven days, and no one was confident that principals had the staffs they needed.

It got worse. The computer system had problems. His new team would have to create spreadsheets by hand to try to get the staffing right, Harris said.

“We had to do that in a week,” he said.

By Thursday of that week, they had a complete staff list on one side and the buildings and their needs on the other.

“We’re going to stay here until we get it done,” he told the team. 

They were up all night.

Carla Barksdale, the former human resources director let go by Covington, said her company, Corporate Integrity Systems, had “scrambled” to get teachers assigned by the end of July. 

Any changes sought by principals or central office administrators between her company’s dismissal and Harris’ arrival would have disrupted other teacher placements like falling dominoes.

“I’m not sure what happened after I left,” she said. “It is a very, very complicated process. I wish them well for the sake of the children.”

So far so good, say the head of the teachers’ union and the director of Teach for America — who both were looking after the welfare of their members during the chaotic road to getting schools staffed this fall.

“We were all stuck in a bad position,” said Alicia Herald of Teach for America.

Many teachers were in limbo, union president Andrea Flinders said, “getting uprooted and moved somewhere else. … At times, we were totally frustrated.”

The result was good enough to get schools open, but complications continued.

The accuracy of projected enrollments varied between schools. The shuffling of teachers had to take into account certifications, seniority, the state law’s protection of tenured teachers and the district’s contractual obligation to place the teachers from Teach for America. 

The Teach for America teachers commit to two years of service, during which time they earn a master’s degree and gain state certification.

Usually, they step into schools that are starving for teachers. But with Kansas City laying teachers off, their placement became a potential point of contention.

The program was returning 50 teachers for their second year and had 35 new teachers ready for their first year.

Most of the Teach for America recruits, who have provisional certifications, taught high-needs subjects such as math and science. Some who had taught in subject areas where certified teachers were being laid off were moved to other grades or subjects.

The district worked with the program to match teachers into areas where they had some academic background, Herald said. At times, close to 10 of the program’s teachers were held back as substitutes while the district sorted through its vacancies.

Many certified teachers also bounced around, Flinders said. The district made some mistakes placing teachers, she said, but worked to correct most of them. She said she was aware of two pending grievances.

“It seemed at times chaotic and unorganized, but it seemed finally to start to come together,” Flinders said. “Most of it has been resolved.”

All of Teach for America’s 85 teachers in the district are now in full-time classrooms, Herald said.

Harris also pledged to steer the district clear of favoritism or patronage in hiring.

“My concern is the present,” Harris said. “I’ve not tried to figure out how much of it (favoritism) went on in the past. My point, going forward, is we’re not going to operate that way. No matter how someone’s name comes in, they have to go through the process.

“I’m ensuring the fidelity of the process.”

Harris can’t predict how much staff the district will trim for the coming school year. But the administration has vowed to start the process sooner and complete most of it in time to give staff opportunities to seek other jobs.

He said most staffing decisions should be made by mid-April, when teacher contracts have to be offered.

“Next time,” Flinders said, “we expect to know where everyone is, where they’re going and where the vacancies are.

“I think this administration will get it done correctly.”

New bill steers red-light funds

Measure could gut ticket plans.

COLUMBIA DAILY TRIBUNE   By Brennan David
Saturday, December 5, 2009
Proposed legislation could end Columbia’s red-light camera program. 

House Bill 1229, filed by state Rep. Will Kraus, R-Raytown, for the upcoming legislative session, would mandate that all fines collected for red-light camera violations be awarded to the school district nearest each camera.

Fines generated by stoplight cameras at two Columbia intersections now are routed to the city’s general fund, and Assistant City Manager Tony St. Romaine said the city would be forced to do away with its camera program if the bill is passed.

The cost of operating the camera system is a burden the city cannot bear if it must turn over camera-generated revenue to school districts, St. Romaine said, adding that he doubts the bill will pass, though it has four co-sponsors.

“We’re not concerned with the bill,” St. Romaine said. “This red-light legislation has been introduced every year that I can remember. None have ever been implemented into law.”

Regardless of the proposed legislation, the city is moving ahead with its camera program and plans to add cameras at two intersections by Jan. 1. Construction will soon begin at the intersection of Stadium Boulevard and Providence Road on the northbound and southbound approaches. A third camera will be added at the northbound Stadium approach to Forum Boulevard. 

The two intersections will make a total of four that use photo enforcement in city limits; St. Romaine has said 16 such intersections should be camera-equipped by 2011.

The Columbia City Council last month unanimously amended its 2010 budget to allow the city prosecutor and Columbia Municipal Court to raise staff levels in response to additional tickets produced by the camera system. Revenues earned from the additional tickets is paying for the $495,496 in additional salaries, St. Romaine said, and both he and City Prosecutor Rose Wibbenmeyer have said they believe the city will be lucky to break even, despite the revenue from the cameras, because of overhead expenses.

“My view is that it’s an anti-red-light camera bill,” St. Romaine said. “It would absolutely kill all the programs across the state.”

Kraus said he sees red-light programs as “money grabs” and believes municipalities are desperately seeking new steams of revenue. 

“I’m making sure this is not about revenue and it is truly about safety,” Kraus said. “Schools are always in the need of additional revenue. If the money goes to schools, it’s a good, sound investment.” 

Kraus said he also is open to requiring red-light violations to include a court appearance. The additional caseload would force municipalities to drop their programs, he said, because municipalities would be required to hire additional personnel to process the caseload.

Sierra Club wants campaign donation to attorney general's campaign returned

JOPLIN GLOBE   December 05, 2009 07:41 pm

By Wally Kennedy

A $2,500 donation to Chris Koster’s 2008 campaign to become Missouri’s attorney general is being challenged by the Sierra Club of Missouri.
Koster, a Democrat, accepted the campaign contribution from HAMPAC, the political action committee of Smithfield Foods, which operates large hog farms in northern Missouri and smaller hog farms in Barton and Vernon counties.
Ken Midkiff, chairman of the Sierra Club’s Missouri Clean Water Campaign, said, “HAMPAC — Smithfield’s political PAC — gave $2,500 even though the state of Missouri has a 1999 consent judgment against Premium Standard Farms (PSF), which has been owned by Smithfield since May 2007.
“Koster is now Missouri’s attorney general and his office is responsible for ensuring that PSF/Smithfield implements the ongoing dictates of the court-ordered judgment resulting from the 1999 litigation,’’ Midkiff said. 
“Accepting this money reeks as unethical. We believe that Attorney General Koster should return this tainted money immediately,” he said.
Nanci Gonder, spokeswoman for Koster, in a prepared statement, said, “The attorney general’s plan is to enforce the consent decree in a manner that reflects the document’s original intent and fairly protects the citizens of Northwest Missouri.
“We are actively negotiating this matter and preparing for possible litigation in the event that Premium Standard Farms has failed to comply with the agreement at the end of the consent decree’s term in June of 2010,’’ she said.
Gonder said the attorney general is not commenting on the Sierra Club’s request that the campaign contribution be returned. 
Midkiff said Premium Standard Farms/Smithfield owns and operates 11 large hog farms in Putnam, Mercer and Sullivan counties near the Iowa state line that are subject to a 1999 consent judgment. The judgment does not pertain to Smithfield’s hog farms in Barton and Vernon counties.
A follow-up consent judgment was entered in 2004, extending Smithfield’s deadline to July 2010 to install operational “next generation technology” at the large hog farms.
The judgment against Premium Standard Farms was won by Gov. Jay Nixon when he was serving as Missouri’s attorney general. The judgment requires Smithfield to install pollution-control technology to solve air and water quality problems at the hog farms.
“An expert panel will determine whether they comply with the consent judgment,’’ Midkiff said. “The original decree asked them to spend $25 million. It is my understanding they have spent more than that, but the problems have not yet been reduced.’’
Midkiff said the Sierra Club checked the files of the Missouri Ethics Commission, after reviewing HAMPAC’s funding to Missouri campaigns.
“Smithfield’s HAMPAC brags about its political success in Missouri,” he said.
Midkiff said it appears Koster will take action against Smithfield even though he has accepted the campaign contribution. 
“We’ll wait a reasonable length of time. If there is no indication they will return the money, taking the matter before the Missouri Ethics Commission is one of the things that we might contemplate doing,’’ he said. 

Bridge funds in jeopardy
THE DAILY STAR-JOURNAL  Sue Sterling  Staff Writer
Friday, December 04, 2009

Warrensburg - Johnson County commissioners join commissioners in every Missouri county in lobbying to keep the Off-System Bridge program.
The August draft of the new highway bill would eliminate the program and a requirement that states set aside at least 15 percent of federal gas tax money to replace county-owned bridges.
Missouri Association of Counties Executive Director Dick Burke said ending the program "would be a huge hit to virtually every county, especially rural ones" that lack local funds to replace deficient bridges.
"There's no way counties can come up with the money locally. ... Even in good economic times, there's just not enough," Burke said.
Rural bridges serve school buses, postal carriers, emergency services, agriculture machines and other industries vital to local economies, the MAC stated.
Statistics provided by MAC state that out of 13,847 bridges in Missouri that are at least 20 feet long, 1,707 are functionally obsolete, 2,558 are structurally deficient, 4,695 are more than 50 years old and 1,993 are posted at 10 tons or less.
The MAC and the National Association of Counties spearhead a drive to inform Congress about the bill's importance, Burke said.
In fiscal 2009, about $645 million of the $4.3 billion Missouri received for the federal bridge program must be spent on off-system bridges.
Presiding Commissioner Bill Brenner said the Johnson County Commission sent one letter to the House Transportation and Infrastructure Committee and plans to send another next week to emphasize the program's importance.
The program has saved the county hundreds of thousands of dollars since starting in 1978, Brenner said.
One under way county project will reopen a bridge across Bear Creek on Northeast 300th Road that has been closed for about 10 years. Federal funds allocated through the state cover all of the nearly $340,000 cost, Brenner said.
Known informally as the 80/20 bridge program, the program typically requires the county to pay 20 percent of the cost. But counties can earn "soft match" credits by building bridges that would qualify for the program. Those credits then can be used to match the county's share on other bridges.
Counties also can trade federal bridge funds for another county's soft match credits, which Johnson County did with Warren County in 2006 for the Bear Creek bridge.
Engineer Mark Huck, with Harrington & Cortelyou, said the firm has worked on nine Johnson County bridges, including five in the Off-System Bridge program. The firm is engineering the replacement of a one-lane, steel-truss bridge over Big Creek on Southwest 1801st Road in the La Tour area. The two-lane, 210-foot bridge has a projected cost of $540,000, including road work, Huck said.
When completed, farm equipment will be able to cross the bridge, he said.
The state agreed the bridge qualifies for replacement and paperwork has been submitted for federal funds. Huck said he anticipates approval.
"It's just a matter of time," Huck said, with construction to begin next year.
Any bridge more than 20-feet in length qualifies for the program, commissioners said.
Brenner said Johnson County has used the money "mainly on larger bridges" that the county alone could not replace.
Western Commissioner Destry Hough said the county saves about one-third of the cost on bridge work because county crews do the work for less than prevailing wages. The county then builds credits for larger bridge projects.
Burke said MAC is working with U.S. Rep. Sam Graves, R-6th, "who is taking the lead" in the effort to retain the federal bridge program.
"Every one of Missouri's congressional delegation did sign a letter of support" for the program, Burke said. "The delegation in the House is really on board."
Graves spokesman Jason Klindt said, "We've had very positive feedback from most, if not all, the county commissioners in Missouri, and some nationally. I think most of the Missouri congressional delegation is hearing from commissioners about the importance of the program to Missouri."
The three-month highway bill extension expires Dec. 18, Klindt said. Another extension is expected, he said, but no date to consider the new federal highway bill is set.
Burke said the bill "is really fluid."
"Nobody knows what's in place," he said.
The MAC urged county officials to again write to the state's congressional delegation.
"We hope to keep it in front of them," Burke said. "They have so much on their plate it would be easy to overlook it."
Montee, Wahby attend White House holiday party– as invited guests

By Jake Wagman
St. Louis Post-Dispatch

Two Missouri Democrats visited 1600 Pennsylvania Avenue this week — but don’t call them crashers.

State Auditor Susan Montee and St. Louis Democratic Party Chairman Brian Wahby attended — with invitations — the annual White House Christmas Party on Thursday night.

Both Montee, a 2008 “super delegate,” and Wahby, who recently earned a seat on the Democratic National Committee, were early supporters of President Obama.

After last week’s Salahi-gate, security was tighter at the holiday party, reports Lynn Sweet of the Chicago Sun-Times. Guests were checked for ID three times before passing through a metal detector at the East Wing, according to Sweet.

Via Twitter, Wahby reported long lines and lots of people — the White House movie theater was converted into a coat room, Wahby said.

Montee Twittered that she watched the lighting of the national tree before attending the holiday party with her oldest son, Andy.

“Not crashing,” Montee wrote. “I was invited — promise!

Missouri to offer rebates for energy-efficient appliances

COLUMBIA MISSOURIAN    By Matthew Kane
December 4, 2009 | 4:00 p.m. CST

COLUMBIA — If you are thinking about buying an appliance this Christmas season, it might be wise to hold off a few months.

In the first four months of 2010, the Department of Natural Resources will begin offering rebates for purchases on certain Energy Star appliances as part of the federal stimulus package.

The Department of Resources’ Energy Center has filed an application outlining potential rebates with the U.S. Department of Energy. The dollar amounts have yet to be approved, but are tentatively assigned at:

· $75 for appliances such as washers, dryers and dishwashers 

· $150 for gas-condensing water heaters 

· $150 for electric heat pumps 

· $100 for high-efficiency gas storage water pumps

· $500 for solar water heaters with either electric or gas back-ups 

Gas furnaces, other water heaters, air-source heat pumps and central air units will also be eligible for rebates, but no amount has been set. All must be Energy Star approved products.

But beware — some retailers' sites advertise appliances as eligible for rebates, but eligibility is determined on a state-by-state basis. Freezers, room conditioners and refrigerators, despite being listed as eligible on the federal Web site and most retail sites, do not qualify in Missouri.

Kay Johannpeter, who works at the Energy Center, said in an e-mail that the department chose to include clothes and dishwashers because they are more frequently replaced. In addition, there are existing utility rebates for clothes and dishwashers that can further entice consumers, she said.

The Department of Energy has begun allocating $300 million of federal stimulus money to states in a countrywide effort to make homes more energy efficient. Missouri requested $5.6 million in order to fund these rebates.

There is no time table for how long the program will last, but the state will not honor rebates for purchases made before the program starts.

According to the Energy Star Web site, the use of appliances that are Energy Star certified can cut utility bills by as much as one-third.

The rebates will likely be redeemable by mail, but the process hasn't been finalized. More information about the program can be found on the Missouri Department of Natural Resources Web site.

Friday, December 04, 2009

Holden on Nixon 

Former Gov. Bob Holden said he sees parallels between the budget problems Gov. Jay Nixon faces and the cuts that unraveled his own administration more than five years ago, but also warned that Nixon's ultimate success will primarily be driven by factors beyond his control.
In a wide-ranging interview Friday, Holden told The Notebook Nixon's political position won't matter much until July or August of 2012 and noted that Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder has done an "effective job" at rehabilitating his image to prepare for a potential challenge.
Q & A HIGHLIGHTS with HOLDEN:
On Nixon's Ability To Fulfill Campaign Promises:
"Like every candidate, there's what you say during the campaign and when you get to office, it's a sobering experience. I think you see the parallels with my administration. I made the decision to try to raise revenues and it wasn't popular. I don't see any indication (he'll take the same route)."
On Whether Nixon Will Be Able To Expand Medicaid:
"If Jay articulates why he's going to do what he's doing effectively, I hope he can. In the short run, it doesn't look pretty for the state of Missouri for the next few years."
On Whether Nixon Will Be Judged By Healthcare Expansion:
"No. That's just part of it. At the end of the day, it will be whether Missourians have jobs, or will have a job, or jobs are being created. That'll be primarily what he's judged on."
On Where He'd Like To See State Dollars Flow:
"This is self-serving, but I'd invest more dollars in plant and life sciences and, of course, education, with more accountability. I think sometimes Democrats are good at asking for more money for education, but not demanding results."
On The Impact of E.Coli-Gate:
"Time will tell. I haven't seen an administration yet that never had any problems. But I think people will look at the larger picture."
On Whether Nixon Can Control the State's Economic Climate:
"Not really. He can control it to an extent. But so much of it is dictated by national policy and global economics. You try to put as many pieces in place as you can. But many times the jobs don't come back until 6 to 12 months after the recovery. What Jay's got to hope is that early 2012, probably by July or August, people have the sense that things are starting to grow. I think there's a chance of that. I hope there's a good chance of that. He's going to be defined by what's happening in the economy at that time and how he's managed it."
On Nixon's Declining Poll Position:
"Part of that is built on the initial good feeling people have of a new Governor taking the job. The second part is having to deal with the budget situation they've been handed. When you are in turbulent economic times, you are going to see those numbers fluctuate. They will only begin to matter once your opponent is defined. Then, we'll see how solid the numbers are."
On Nixon's Potential 2012 Challenger:
"Peter (Kinder) has done a more effective job rehabilitating an image as I've seen in this state. He spends a lot of time in St. Louis. Just take a look at his record as a State Senator from Cape Girardeau. He's moved from a very conservative social agenda to a broader economic agenda. He's been every helpful to me on things. And give him credit for his positioning."
Posted by David Catanese – KY3-TV
Missouri retirement chief gets $14,453 bonus

By Virginia Young
Post-Dispatch Jefferson City Bureau

JEFFERSON CITY — Gary Findlay, executive director of the Missouri State Employees Retirement System, is getting an early Christmas present.

The board recently gave Findlay a $14,453 check as incentive pay for his work this year. The bonus equals about 6.4 percent of his $226,710 annual salary.

Under MOSERS bylaws, Findlay could have received up to 10 percent as a bonus. Each year, the 11 MOSERS board members hand in secret ballots rating Findlay on a scale of zero to 10, and the votes are averaged to arrive at his percentage increase. Last year, Findlay’s bonus was $19,602 on top of a $206,000 salary.

Officials say MOSERS’ investment results justify staff bonuses. Though the portfolio’s value plummeted in 2008, it is rebounding this year and the system has fared better than any other statewide public system when a five, 10 or 15-year period is considered, according to MOSERS.

Findlay has “done an outstanding job,” said Wayne Bill, a Department of Agriculture employee and the board’s chairman. “If it was up to me, he’d of gotten the full amount. I don’t think there’s any better managers than him and Rick” Dahl, the chief investment officer.

Dahl will be eligible for a bonus in January, based on how investments fared over the last five years compared with similar portfolios.

State government pensions are paid from investment income and state general revenue, so if investments decline, taxpayers must chip in more. Next year, taxpayers will contribute $276 million, a $20 million increase over this year.

MOSERS employees are considered state employees because they receive state benefits and pensions. However, they are treated differently than the rest of the state work force, which received no raises this year because of declining state revenue.

Uninsured driver exasperates crash victim

JOPLIN GLOBE   By Jeff Lehr

Like many today, Tamara Beinlich doesn’t have much money to spare.

The 52-year-old Jasper County resident relies on $649 per month in disability pay and a 1994 Chevrolet Blazer to get by. Yet, because it’s the law, she shells out a percentage of that monthly income to carry liability insurance on the wheels that transport her back and forth from her home a few miles north of Joplin.

So Beinlich was dismayed Tuesday when an uninsured driver from Oklahoma plowed into her Blazer at a downtown intersection and brought her fragile finances tumbling down around her.

Not covered

What happened to her points out a weakness in financial responsibility laws for drivers, according to police and state officials.

Beinlich was sitting at a red light on Main Street and started through the intersection when the light turned green. The driver of a pickup truck coming from the opposite direction tried to get the jump on the light change and turned left in front of her. The truck smashed into the front of her Blazer, destroying a headlight and crumpling its bumper and grill into the radiator and battery.

The collision put her Blazer, which Beinlich calls “the most beautiful car I ever had,” out of commission. It had to be towed to her home because she can’t afford to repair it. She did not have comprehensive coverage on the older vehicle and he had no insurance, she said. She’s been left with little financial recourse.

‘My baby’

“She was my baby, and he took her away from me,” Beinlich told the Globe.

The police officer called to the scene ticketed the Oklahoma driver, alleging failure to yield. But, because the truck was registered in Oklahoma and not Missouri, the officer could not cite the other driver for having no insurance.

Beinlich could not understand how the other driver could be allowed to get back in his truck and drive off with nothing more than a minor traffic ticket after disabling her vehicle.

“The state requires me to pay my personal property taxes on (the Blazer), the registration every year, every other year I have to pay for an inspection and then there’s the insurance,” she said. “And yet they don’t protect me from an uninsured driver from out of state. I got all this damage, and I got all these bills, and he walks away.”

Joplin police Chief Lane Roberts described the situation as “unfortunate.” But there is no law that allows Missouri law-enforcement officers to cite nonresidents of Missouri driving vehicles registered in other states for lack of insurance. Nor can officers prevent them from driving away, he said.

“The driver was not violating any Missouri law and the officer could not have prohibited that,” Roberts said.

While there are a significant number of out-of-state drivers in Joplin and the situation has probably come up previously, this was the first case of its type that’s been brought to his attention by a driver since he became police chief here, Roberts said.

“All of those elements don’t normally come together in a single accident,” he said. “But the potential is always there.”

Discussion topic?

Roberts intends to take the issue with him to a conference of state police chiefs he is attending next week. 

Ron Richard, a Joplin resident who is speaker of the Missouri House of Representatives, said the broader issue of uninsured drivers, including those from out of state, remains a topic of conversation among state lawmakers, although there is no pending legislation aimed at the particular weakness Beinlich’s accident points out.

“I’m not sure what we can to do to help that lady or people like her,” Richard said.

Obviously, the other driver was violating his own state’s financial responsibility law, he said. But, the deterrent effect of such laws is lost when it comes to out-of-state drivers, he said.

It is simply not feasible to station officers at the state’s borders to try to ensure that every driver entering the state is carrying insurance, Richard said. He said any attempt to address Beinlich’s issue would probably require establishment of databases to track people who cancel their insurance.

Bill may allow more weapons in court 

Measure will permit prosecutors, attorneys to arm themselves
ST. JOSEPH NEWS-PRESS    by R.J. Cooper 
Saturday, December 5, 2009 

If a state representative gets his way, Missouri prosecutors will enter courtrooms armed with more than evidence and argument.

Rep. Steve Hodges, D-East Prairie, proposed a bill for the upcoming session that would allow prosecutors, circuit attorneys and their assistants to carry concealable weapons in the courthouse if they complete a firearms safety training course.

Mr. Hodges told the News-Press the idea arose from a conversation with his local prosecutor in Mississippi County, located in the bootheel. Mr. Hodges proposed the bill this year, but it didn’t make it to the floor before the session ended. However, during that process, he talked with a few prosecutors who had been threatened in their offices after hours and supported the measure.

“I had several prosecuting attorneys show up (at hearings), and they were so excited about (the bill),” Mr. Hodges said. “This will be my No 1 priority this year because I think it can get through.”

Judges already have the right to conceal and carry.

Mr. Hodges noted that much of that support came from smaller, rural counties that don’t have electronic monitoring or security checkpoints at their courthouses. More than a decade ago, Buchanan County was the same way.

But a 1994 hostage standoff in the courthouse helped nudge the county toward a stricter stance. A man found guilty of assault and kidnapping produced a loaded pistol from his boot and threatened to shoot himself. The five-hour standoff ended without violence, but after that, a St. Louis man shot his wife while she testified and his attorney.

That, coupled with some other national incidents, prompted the county to close down all but one entrance to the courthouse and require visitors to go through a metal detector and security checkpoint about 10 years ago. Since then, sheriff’s deputies have kept a few people from bringing weapons into the courthouse, but there have been no incidents involving weapons in the building.

“We don’t need any more weapons in the courthouse, other than the court marshals,” said Pat Robb, the 5th Judicial Circuit Court’s presiding judge.

The judge expressed doubt that prosecuting attorneys, after just a day or two of training, would be prepared to handle standoff situations for which sheriff’s deputies prepare throughout their careers. Mr. Robb also thought the bill could raise the risk of a disgruntled person taking a prosecutor’s gun, as well.

“You don’t want to increase the number of weapons available to those individuals,” he said.

The bill also doesn’t allow for defense attorneys to conceal and carry, and Mr. Hodges said he wouldn’t attach that stipulation to the bill unless it would help the legislation pass.

On one hand, that makes sense, since defendants sit next to their attorneys in court and conceivably would have an easier time taking a gun from a defense lawyer than a prosecutor. On the other hand, defendants often act out against their own lawyers, as well, meaning defense attorneys might need the protection more than prosecutors.

But don’t expect Sue Rinne, director of the local public defender’s office, to request that right for her office, or support her courtroom competition’s conceal-and-carry initiative either.

“I would not feel any safer with a gun to protect myself against a client. That’s a recipe for disaster right there,” she said. “The more concealed guns there are running around in the courthouse, the more concerned I am.

“The marshals up there have to have weapons to protect all of us, but you have to draw the line somewhere.”

Buchanan County Prosecutor Dwight Scroggins agrees that his attorneys don’t need guns and wouldn’t exercise their right to carry should the bill pass. But he sees the logic of arming prosecutors in rural counties.

“It absolutely makes sense in rural areas where they don’t have the type of security that larger counties are able to afford,” he said. “In many of those instances, the prosecutor completely and legitimately has concerns about safety.”

Locally, Atchison County, Kan., doesn’t have a security checkpoint at its courthouse, while Andrew and DeKalb counties use temporary security checkpoints for certain cases.

As for those who already carry guns around the courthouse, they don’t have a problem with a little extra backup.

“Hopefully, nothing like that would come up that we could use their assistance,” said Howard Judd, a captain with the Buchanan County Sheriff’s Department. “(But) I don’t have any issues with that, not at all, so long as they complete the ... courses required.”

Legislation filed to outlaw fake urine samples

"No good reason" to have device, former police officer says.

Chris Blank   The Associated Press 
Jefferson City -- A Missouri lawmaker has filed legislation to outlaw special devices designed to fake urine samples and fool drug tests.

Rep. Jeff Roorda, a former police officer, said such gadgets have become common and are causing problems for law officers checking on parolees and employers trying to ensure their workers are not using drugs.

"There's no good reason to have one -- maybe for Halloween or bar tricks," said Roorda, D-Barnhart.

Various products -- many sold online -- promise to help people pass drug screenings with chemicals that mask the presence of drugs in their bodies, shampoos that scrub hair follicles of evidence and rigs that pour heated samples of clean urine into jars.

Roorda's legislation would make it a felony for Missourians to use devices that produce false urine, hair, perspiration, saliva, blood or fingernail samples for drug or alcohol tests. Selling, making or possessing a cheat kit would be a misdemeanor, whether the defendant had used it or not. The bill has been submitted for the 2010 session that starts Jan. 6.

One of the best known test-fooling products is the Whizzinator, which gained notoriety after former Minnesota Vikings football player Onterrio Smith in 2005 was found with one in his bag at the Minneapolis airport along with several vials of dried urine. Actor Tom Sizemore was accused in California of violating his probation in 2005 by using the Whizzinator to falsify a drug test.

The Whizzinator is a rig that connects a male prosthetic -- attached to an undergarment -- to a container holding dehydrated, clean urine. Water is added to the pouch, which has a heating pad attached to warm the liquid to body temperature.

In November, the Missouri Court of Appeals, Western District, upheld forgery charges against a central Missouri man accused of using a Whizzinator to pass a drug test in 2008. Robert Ryan Smothers acknowledged using the device, according to court documents.

A state public defender representing Smothers argued that Missouri's forgery laws didn't apply to the case. Attorney Margaret Johnston said Smothers was not accused of claiming the urine he submitted had a value that it really did not.

A three-judge panel of the Kansas City-based appellate court overturned a Randolph County trial court and concluded that the state's existing forgery laws can be applied to cases involving fake urine.

"A false urine sample qualifies as an inauthentic item because it purports to have a genuineness, ownership, or authorship that it does not possess," Judge Karen King Mitchell wrote in the majority opinion. The ruling means local prosecutors can pursue their case.

Several states are considering barring devices designed to fool drug screenings. Arkansas earlier this year expanded its ban on selling human urine to cover the artificial stuff too. Last year, the makers of the original Whizzinator and a similar product for women pleaded guilty to federal conspiracy charges for inhibiting drug tests and selling drug paraphernalia, although copycat products can still be found Friday for sale on the Internet.

One, which bills itself as the Next Generation Whizzinator, promises an improved design that makes the device more authentic by reducing noise. That rig is offered in three colors for about $250.

Editorials … & Letters to the Editor

Ban texting while driving for everyone
By The News Tribune 

Missouri lawmakers have an opportunity in the upcoming legislative session to correct an egregious error in a measure approved earlier this year.

The error is allowing motorists over age 21 to send text messages on cell phones while driving. The law prohibits texting while driving only for drivers age 21 and younger.

Following vocal criticism of the age provision, a number of legislators have pre-filed bills that would ban texting while driving for all motorists.

One variant would prohibit texting while driving on paved roads, but not on gravel roads. That would simply substitute one nonsensical exemption for another.

A universal prohibition is wise.

First, the ban applies to young people who largely are more adept at texting than adults.

More important, distracted drivers, including those who are texting, are dangerous.

Nearly 6,000 people died and 500,000 were injured last year in traffic accidents tied to distracted motorists, according to the U.S. Department of Transportation.

Driving is not a secondary activity; it is a primary activity. Motorists operate projectiles capable of destruction, injury and death if their attention is diverted for only seconds.

Leanna Depue, state Highway Safety Division director, illustrated that point when she said, “we're concerned about any type of multitasking in a vehicle that takes a person's attention, eyes or ears away.”

Sadly, in this age of multitasking, we have witnessed drivers engaged in all sorts of activities, including dining, combing hair, applying makeup, talking on cell phones, even shaving and reading.

The time to refocus attention on the serious business of driving is long overdue.

We support a total prohibition on texting while driving.

12.06.2009 9:00 pm

Lordy, lordy, they’ve reopened Forty!

POST-DISPATCH   By Editorial Board
This morning, Good Lord willing and if the crick didn’t rise between the time this was written and the time it is read, St. Louis has its main east-west traffic artery open again.

For one month shy of two years, motorists haven’t been able to drive U.S. Highway 40/Interstate 64 from Kingshighway on the east to Ballas Road on the west without a detour. At 5 a.m. today, that was scheduled to change.

The inconveniences have been great, though not as great as some, including us, predicted. Businesses have lost customers, though not as many as once was feared. St Louis adapted. St. Louis endured.

Honor is due.
· To the drivers who adapted and found alternate routes, who bore with grace the extra minutes in traffic. This is no small thing in a city that dislikes change as much as this one does.

· To Director Pete Rahn and his oft-maligned Missouri Department of Transportation, which brought this projected $535 million project in $11 million under budget and a month early. MoDOT’s first “design-build” project — wherein the design phase and construction phases of a project overlap under a single authority — proved to be as efficient as advertised.

· To Gateway Constructors, the general contractor, a collaborative of Granite Construction Inc. of Watsonville, Calif., Fred Weber Inc. of Maryland Heights and Millstone Bangert Inc. of St. Charles.

· To city and county planners and to Metro transit, which worked to find alternative routes and make them more efficient.

· To Leslie Hoffarth of MoDOT, the project manager. We hope she will oversee similar miracles when she takes over as president and executive director of Forest Park Forever in January.

· To Dan Galvin and Linda Wilson of Gateway Constructors and MoDOT, respectively, who led a public information team that kept media and motorists alike up to date on the project.

· To the thousands of people who worked on the project: engineers, draftsmen, heavy equipment operators, truck drivers, masons, laborers, carpenters ironworkers and other union craftsmen.

· To MoDOT and Gateway Constructors and the crafts unions for agreeing to a groundbreaking Workforce Diversity Project. Nearly 30 percent of the work-hours on the project went to on-the-job training for disadvantaged workers learning construction trades. The 40 project built more than a highway. It built lives and careers.

It would strain a metaphor to hope the New Highway 40 not only will provide a steel-and-concrete link between the city and the county, but also that it will bring them together in other ways. But this kind of collaborative model shows what can happen when regional governments work together with private citizens.

Finally, honor is due to whoever came up with the idea of naming the city stretch of Highway 40 “the Jack Buck Memorial Highway.” The road is smoother, the interchanges are faster and safer, but inevitably, there will be slowdowns. The late Cardinals broadcaster would have liked “I’m stuck on the Buck” as an excuse.

SPRINGFIELD NEWS-LEADER
Reports say charter schools aid state's struggling students

Dave Roland 
For more than 20 years, charter schools have provided parents across the nation with an alternative to the traditional public schools that might otherwise have been their only educational option. As of 2009, 40 states and the District of Columbia have authorized charter schools, and more than 4,700 such schools are serving more than 1.4 million students nationwide.

Many of these schools specialize in serving a niche group of students whose needs present exceptional challenges for traditional public schools and charter schools typically do this job at a significantly lower taxpayer expense than would be incurred by traditional public schools. Charter schools are so popular that, nationwide, more than 365,000 students are on waiting lists because of the lack of available seats.

Given the popularity of this type of reform, and the continuing discussion of charter schools in Missouri, the Show-Me Institute commissioned a study to determine what recent research (published between 2004 and 2008) has shown regarding the impact of charter schools on students' academic performance.

The highest-quality studies show that charter schools in New York City, Chicago and Boston appear to improve their students' academic performances dramatically. Most of the other studies suggest that, although students tend to struggle during their first year after transitioning into a charter school, and although it takes most such students a couple of years to match the academic performance of nearby traditional public schools, charter schools on the whole are performing as well as, or slightly better than, nearby traditional public schools. The research also suggests that competition from charter schools can, in some cases, produce a slight improvement in the academic performance of traditional public schools although the performance of traditional schools more frequently remains unchanged. Finally, the research shows that the impact of charter schools is not uniformly positive. One study of North Carolina's charter schools suggested that they were lagging behind traditional public schools, and that student performance in the traditional public schools had dipped slightly as well.

After the SMI paper was completed, Stanford University's Center for Research on Educational Outcomes recently published a study revealing that, taken as a whole, Missouri's charter schools are attracting students who were underperforming in their traditional public schools, and that Missouri's charter students are realizing larger academic gains than their counterparts who remain in traditional public schools.

It is comforting to have evidence that Missouri's charter schools are helping students who were struggling in traditional public schools. More essential, however, is the fact that charter schools give many parents educational choices that their income level might not otherwise afford them.

Wealthy families can afford tuition costs for private schools that provide the specific environment or curriculum they want for their children such as an emphasis on discipline, language immersion, or college preparation; charter schools can offer parents these same features without having to pay private school tuition. Thus, the encouragement of charter schools continues to be a desirable policy for Missouri, creating avenues to success for our state's parents and students.

Dave Roland is an expert on school choice programs and a policy analyst with the Show-Me Institute.
No sweet solutions for states’ budget crises

KC STAR
Kansas’ budget picture is so morose that some lawmakers are thinking about a sales tax on Girl Scout cookies.

Cash-strapped Missouri now taxes yoga classes.

It’s good that legislators in both states are thinking about ways to bring dollars into their coffers. They’ve spent far too much energy in recent years giving money away through tax cuts, tax credits and subsidies.

But Girl Scouts can’t sell enough Thin Mints to lift a state out of its morass. In Kansas and Missouri, bigger, tougher measures are needed.

Kansas
The situation in the Sunflower State makes a strong argument for another round of federal aid, if only to keep unemployment from climbing higher. Kansas has cut nearly $1 billion from its current budget and is expected to have to slice an additional $250 million to balance the 2011 spending plan.

The state received $600 million in federal stimulus money last year. Seeking more U.S. aid for states and local governments is controversial because those entities can’t be encouraged to develop a long-term dependency on Washington. 

But a limited round of additional aid makes sense. It will do the economy no good to send teachers, parole officers and maintenance workers to the unemployment line.

Kansas lawmakers are loath to raise taxes, especially in the midst of a recession. Without new revenue, however, Kansans will have to reassess what services they expect state government to provide.

Financing for public schools and universities, which is 67 percent of the general fund, already has been cut back to 2006 levels. Further cuts would require the state to repay the federal stimulus. Additional reductions in Medicaid spending are also unfeasible.

That leaves only a sliver of the state’s budget pie from which to cut. The choices include shutting down prisons, reducing law enforcement ranks and reducing the capacity of the state’s court system. 

The best scenario for Kansas would be a second round of federal aid, coupled with a serious effort on the part of lawmakers to address structural problems in its budget. 

Since 1993, the state has given away nearly $10 billion in tax cuts and exemptions. That’s a shocking total —nearly the size of the entire $13 billion state budget. Unbelievably, Kansas exempts more sales from the state’s 5.3 percent sales tax than it includes. 

The Legislature should declare a moratorium on future tax breaks until it reviews existing exemptions.

Missouri
Missouri’s immediate fiscal picture is less dire than its neighbor’s.

That’s partly because Gov. Jay Nixon set aside some of the state’s $1 billion in federal stimulus to use in the next budget year. But it’s also the result of declines in many state services over the last decade.

Nixon has been unable to keep his campaign promises to increase Medicaid eligibility limits for adults and get more children on the rolls. The governor has made good fiscal agreements with universities that have kept tuition levels steady since he took office, but the cost of a public university education in Missouri is still 70 percent higher than it was in 2000.

The Missouri Budget Project, which advocates for better-funded services, estimates that recent tax cuts passed by the legislature have reduced the state’s income by $325.9 million a year. Lawmakers have approved a 160 percent increase in state tax credits over the last seven years.

Like Kansas, Missouri misses out on millions of dollars in sales tax revenue because of exemptions. 

Leaders from the state Senate, House and governor’s office must take this opportunity to discuss ending some tax credits and making other changes to shore up the budget. 

Given the disparate political persuasions and agendas of those entities, finding common ground won’t be easy. 

But failure to do so will mean more acute budget misery very soon.

Going after family sends wrong message

Blurb Standard for 3 lines with main or secondary theme
Can you believe the government's doing undercover milk stings?

Did the state really have to sue over this?

Is this a wise use of thinly stretched, taxpayer-funded resources?

Those kinds of questions spring from a News-Leader story last Sunday about a crackdown over the way a Laclede County couple distributes raw milk.

Two undercover investigators with the Springfield-Greene County Health Department allegedly caught two of the couple's daughters on two occasions selling a gallon of milk each from a Springfield parking lot. Charges followed in municipal court.

Piling on, the state Attorney General's Office used the health department's information to file a lawsuit seeking an injunction against Armand and Teddi Bechard of Conway.

Wasn't the health department complaining just the other week about a lack of manpower?

Doesn't Attorney General Chris Koster have a whole raft of complaints sitting on his desk about tainted lake water?

Why is the government crying so loudly over a little sold milk?

In this kind of case?

Of course we're being a bit facetious. But, sometimes, absurd situations cry out for a response in-kind. And this raw milk roundup certainly seems ridiculous.

For one, the city has raised the possibility of actual jail time in this case. This, despite the fact that at least a couple lawmakers have taken up the Bechards' cause and the law on the raw milk issue is murky.

For their part, the Bechards are not exactly, well, cowed.

They're fighting back. They will not sign a consent order to make the state's complaint go away and they're defending themselves against the city charges, too. They've gotten legal help from the The Farm-to-Consumer Legal Defense Fund, a nonprofit organization made up of farmers and consumers pooling resources to fight for the rights of family farmers trying to get unprocessed food to consumers who want it.

So, are we as taxpayers ready for a long, potentially costly legal battle over two gallons of milk? Does this problem warrant such a government response?

The Bechards obviously do not think so. We do not either.

Armand told us the sales of the two gallons were an anomaly, caused by entrapment. He also says his family now delivers only milk that has been paid for in advance, which no one disagrees he has the right to do.

The Bechards contend that the daughters, age 17 and 21, sold the two gallons only because a buyer failed to show for the pre-ordered milk in the parking lot where the Bechards meet customers to deliver various kinds of home-grown or homemade products from their family farm. Officials, though, contend that the selling constituted violations of both city and state law.

Obviously, we're not supporting willful violation of the law. But with state statutes allowing consumers to order raw milk and buy it from a family farm, the Bechards' minor screwup seems better handled through a conversation than a courtroom.

This case has the feel of government targeting a specific family operation to try to make an over-arching point, and that seems unfair.

A better route to try to clear up concerns about the danger of raw milk would be through the state legislature.

If health officials or the Missouri State Milk Board want to establish broader rules for licensing, inspection and delivery of this product, they should make their case to supportive lawmakers. If they can't, then operations like the Bechards need to be left alone.

It's not like this family is forcing their products on anyone. They're simply trying to meet a demand, like a good business is wont to do. Now that they've agreed to use a Springfield parking lot to deliver milk already bought -- they're guaranteeing no money will change hands at that lot -- we urge the government to back off.

The Bechards are part of a growing movement of farmers, gardeners and fresh-food advocates who believe the government hurts the small farmer by overstepping its role in keeping food safe. The defense league coming to the Bechards' aid has handled similar cases nationwide.

There's an element of buyer beware in all this that seems to have been overlooked by officials.

We hope they take a step back and realize that attacking this couple known for agricultural expertise and for raising seven children in a hard-work homestead is no way to win points with the public.

Drop these petty accusations in Greene County's courts.

Make your bigger case for food safety, if you can, in the Jefferson City court of public opinion.

Our Voice

This editorial is the view of the News-Leader Editorial Board.

Additional Facts 

The law: as clear as cottage cheese 

Here is the state attorney general's interpretation of Missouri law regarding three types of milk:
First, Grade A Fluid Milk is regulated by the Missouri Dairy Law at 196.931-196.959. Grade A Fluid Milk is milk of such a high quality that it can eventually become drinkable, store-bought fluid milk (the kind we buy in gallon jugs or order at restaurants). Grade A Fluid Milk has been pasteurized, cooled, and placed in a final container in a milk plant conforming to the sanitation and bacteriological standards set forth in the Missouri Dairy Law and the rules and regulations promulgated thereunder. The various definitions for Grade A Fluid Milk are located at 196.931(1),(2), and (3).
Second, Manufactured Grade Raw Milk is milk that does not meet the requirements for Grade A Raw Milk for Pasteurization, so it must be used for manufactured dairy products, such as cheese, ice cream, butter, etc. This milk is not suitable for store-bought fluid milk and is therefore exempt from 196.931 through 196.953 because this is the Grade A Fluid Milk Law.
This is where it is a little confusing, because Manufactured Grade Raw Milk is defined as "Manufacturing Raw Milk," at 196.931. Manufacturing Raw Milk and Manufactured Dairy Products are regulated in the Manufacturing Milk and Dairy Market Testing Law, 196.520-196.610.
Third, true Raw Milk is milk that has been milked straight from the cow and bottled immediately with little to no treatment (pasteurization or sterilization) from the farmer. This milk can be delivered directly to the consumer or picked up by the consumer at the farm under the exemption provided in 196.935 to the Missouri Dairy Law (for Grade A Fluid Milk... the drinkable kind). If a farmer wants to sell the raw milk in a grocery store or at a distribution point like a farmer's market, then the farmer needs to obtain a Grade A Retail Raw Milk permit, pursuant to 2 CSR 80-3.030.

Fairness key to stance on scholarships

Access Missouri shorts public school students.

BY GARY FORSEE

COLUMBIA DAILY TRIBUNE    Sunday, December 6, 2009
The Nov. 22 article “Forsee criticism of scholarship plan draws fire” and subsequent editorial lacked some important context.

Our issue with the Access Missouri scholarship program is about fairness. We believe taxpayers should be able to invest equally in Missouri students, whether they choose public or private higher education.

I support and acknowledge the role of private colleges and universities, which award 47 percent of the baccalaureate degrees granted in Missouri and provide valuable access to higher education for Missourians. And yet Missourians would be surprised to learn their tax dollars provide individual private college students with twice the scholarship aid that public college and university students receive.

The Access Missouri program was originally conceived as one of three parts of a negotiation intended to strengthen higher education. The other parts were the restoration of public higher education funding to its previous levels and the approval of critical funding for capital projects on public school campuses.

Funding for Access Missouri scholarships increased dramatically, but the promise to increase funding for public higher education went unfulfilled. Public institutions never received the last 4.2 percent ($40 million) promised increase — and now the state’s public colleges and universities are looking at a 5 percent funding cut in fiscal 2011. In addition, capital projects critical to our missions were not funded or were canceled or deferred.

Here are some important facts:

· Missouri is 45th in public higher education appropriations per capita, yet we rank fourth among all states in the percentage of state need-based aid awarded to private school students.

· Missouri devotes 52 percent of this funding to private higher education compared to the national average of 29 percent.

· Originally, the Access Missouri program was built on $25 million of state support to students; this year it’s almost four times that, or $92.6 million.

· Originally, the total amount of state aid going to students who attend private institutions was $14.2 million; today it has grown to $48 million.

· Missouri public higher education has driven greater efficiency to keep tuition flat for two years.

· Private higher education has had no constraints on its ability to increase tuition. Under SB389, public higher education tuition will continue to be constrained while private tuition increases with no controls. This difference is likely to continue in the future under SB 389.

Is it good policy to provide private school students with double the amount of scholarship money that students who choose public higher education receive from taxpayers? Is it fair?

Making Access Missouri scholarships the same for public and private college students is a fair and balanced approach. This change in the program would support the mission of public higher education to serve the people of the state at the lowest cost possible without compromising quality. It also would fulfill the state's mandate to keep public higher education affordable and accessible to Missourians.

Gary Forsee is president of the University of Missouri.

In our view: Do we really need this law?

JOPLIN GLOBE

Missouri Rep. Don Wells thinks it’s ridiculous for Missouri’s text message ban to only affect drivers 21 years old and younger.

He says he is sponsoring a bill in the 2010 legislative session that would extend a ban on texting while driving to all motorists.

“That’s like saying, ‘You can kill yourself if you’re over 21,’ ” said Wells, R-Cabool. “Texting is one of the most dangerous things you can do while on the road.”

Well, maybe not one of the most dangerous, but certainly not a smart thing to do. But neither is reading a road map, putting on lipstick, or digging through a McDonald’s sack for a fry while you’re supposed to be looking at the road. Face it, we all are plagued by distractions, cell phones included, when we drive.

We agree with Wells that singling out drivers 21 and younger isn’t right. We do not, however, support laws against texting while driving. We don’t think it’s legislation that can be fairly enforced. Imagine police and deputies on patrol looking for “texters” to arrest. 

Missouri’s existing texting ban for drivers 21 and younger allows motorists to send a message from behind the wheel to report crimes, seeking medical help and give a warning to prevent other injuries or property damages. The law specifically permits drivers to talk on hand-held cell phones, and allows emergency responders to text if required by their jobs.

Don’t get us wrong. Driving and texting is a sure recipe for an accident. We shouldn’t do it. 

But does that mean we need a law? No, what we need is a lot more common sense.

Let’s put our efforts and money toward better driver education and leave police with more time to investigate crime.

SPRINGFIELD NEWS-LEADER Voice of the Day

Broken system

Judicial system has already collapsed for poor, wrongly charged defendants.

December 5, 2009 

On April 20, 1989, police in Franklin County, Mo., went to a residence looking for Robert Cowart. He was wanted by the police. Cowart's girlfriend answered the door and refused the police entry to search for Cowart. The police maintained surveillance on the house and went after a search warrant. While the warrant was being obtained, Cowart's 17-year-old cousin William McMasters left the house. The police stopped McMasters and asked if Cowart was in the home. He lied and said no. The police got the warrant. Cowart was found in the home and was arrested. McMasters was charged with hindering prosecution. The Court of Appeals reversed his conviction deciding that the mere act of lying was not a violation of the statute. A violation occurs only if the lie prevents or obstructs the police from performing their duties. The court made its decision Sept. 3, 1991, and the decision has stood as settled law.

On Feb. 16, 2009, 18-year-old Calli Edwards stood at the door to a residence in Lawrence County, Mo., and told officers that William Clark was not in the residence. William was wanted just like Mr. Cowart had been years earlier. The officers did not believe Calli, got consent to search, and found Clark hiding in the residence. As defined by the Court of Appeals, Calli's lie did not prevent or obstruct the police from performing their duties in arresting Clark. They didn't even have to get a warrant.

These facts, by themselves, do not show a broken system, but there is more. The police, mad at Calli, submitted a report to the Lawrence County prosecuting attorney. The prosecuting attorney filed the charge, and Calli was arrested. She posted bond and hired an attorney. She could not afford the attorney's entire fee, so he withdrew from her case. She could not afford another attorney, and the Public Defender's Office rejected her request for an attorney because she previously had a private attorney in the case. The court did not give her an attorney for the same reason.

Calli, not knowing her rights and facing a system that she didn't understand, accepted the prosecuting attorney's assertion that she was guilty of a felony. She agreed to the plea offer of 10 days in jail and three years of supervised probation. On Oct. 13, Calli, without counsel, pleaded guilty to hindering prosecution. She is still reporting to a probation officer and is facing up to four years in prison if she violates her probation. She owes hundreds of dollars of court costs and a $30 monthly fee to probation and parole.

We cannot trust the prosecuting attorneys or the courts of this state to protect citizens like Calli. We must protect them by giving everyone access to an attorney. Underfunding the public defender system for years is not placing the judicial system in jeopardy of collapse. It has already collapsed for Calli and other similar, poor, wrongly charged defendants in Missouri.

Clate Baker is the district defender for Area 39 of the Public Defender's Office.
Missourinet

New USS Missouri christened

by Bob Priddy on December 6, 2009

On a chilly and rainy New England December day, the Navy’s newest and most technologically-sophisticed boat has gained a historic name.

Former Warrensburg resident Becky Gates, now the wife of the Secretary of Defense, smashed the bottle of champagne from Hermann’s Stone Hill Winery on the front of the conning tower–the sail–of the new USS Missouri, a Virginia-class submarine.

 

The 137 members of the crew stood in the open and in the rain on the aft deck of the sub for more than an hour as speaker after speaker extolled the efforts of the companies that built the boat and the heritage of the name it carries. Principle speaker Claire McCaskill, Missouri’s junior senator, told the sailors, “I know you guys like water, but this is ridiculous.” …

McCaskill was one of a more than a half-dozen speakers….reminding the crew that “Missouri” is not just any old name for any old submarine.”

She told the crew and the audience, “This name is about a spirit, a mindset, one that is uniquely American. Missouri is the heart of this great nation.” And yes, she told the crew, being a Missourian is about “doggedness and just plain stubborness, not to back down in the face of any challenge.”

State revenues continue to lag, but might be ready to turn

by Brent Martin on December 6, 2009

State revenues continue to lag and likely will through the remainder of this fiscal year, though the state budget director does see the possibility of an uptick during the next fiscal year.

Missouri is suffering from the recession. Year-to-date, state revenue is down 7.7%. A General Revenue Report issued by the Office of Administration seemed to provide unexpected encouraging news. It disclosed that state revenue in November rose 6.9%. It was an aberration. State Budget Director Linda Luebbering explains that the timing of when revenue arrived created the spike. She notes that revenue which normally arrives in October was a bit late, providing a significant increase in November.

Luebbering says that in assessing the state budget picture, it is more accurate to keep track of the year-to-date figures. Compared to the last fiscal year, state revenue remains in the doldrums, dropping from $2.93 billion in FY2009 to $2.71 billion this year.

“I wouldn’t think that next year would continue being negative,” Luebbering tells the Missourinet.

Luebbering says this fiscal year will likely be a very negative year, coming on the heels of a fiscal year that saw general revenue fall 7%. Though the backdrop of the last two fiscal years creates a very negative atmosphere in which to make predictions, state revenue almost can’t go anywhere but up. Luebbering expects revenue to begin trending upward and end the fiscal year June 30th at about 4% below last year’s totals.

If that holds true, it would keep revenue in line with the newly adjusted state budget. Governor Nixon has cut a total of $634 million from the state budget approved by the legislature during the last legislative session. Nixon vetoed $105 million and withheld an additional $325 million early into the current fiscal year. He announced in late October another $204 million in budget cuts. The Nixon Administration hopes that is the final adjustment for the current fiscal year.

The legislature returns to the Capitol next month for the 2010 legislative session. Luebbering says she will advise lawmakers to expect a bit brighter outlook, though she says budget forecasting can be difficult in times like these.

“In normal years it’s not that difficult to get fairly close, but we have not been in normal times the last couple of years,” Luebbering says. “This economic downturn was very dramatic; very little history to help us figure out how to project and what to project.”

The Nixon Administration will talk with House and Senate leaders to reach a consensus revenue estimate upon which to build next year’s budget.

Just in time for the 2010 elections: “Guide to Ethics Laws 2010″

by Steve Walsh on December 6, 2009




Missouri Ethics Commission's "Guide to Ethics Laws 2010"

The 2010 election year is rapidly approaching and the Missouri Ethics Commission is offering candidates and political campaigns a guide to the do’s and don’ts of campaigning. The Guide to Ethics Laws 2010: A Plain English Summary is available through the Commission and will be given to any candidate who files to run for a public office or for any campaign that files on behalf of an issue or initiative.

“This ethics guide really gives a bird’s eye view of the different laws that govern candidates or committees – campaign finance, personal financial disclosure – anything related to the Ethics Commission,” said Missouri Ethics Commission Executive Director Julie Allen in an interview with the Missourinet.

While concise, this 16 page booklet is packed with important information that any candidate or campaign needs to stay on the right side of the law.

“It actually has a candidate check-list,” said Allen. “Just simple steps: ‘Have you done all of these nine steps? If you’re a successful candidate what do you have to do? If you’re an unsuccessful candidate what do you have to do?’ It has a lot of good filing deadlines for campaign finance and personal financial disclosure. It talks about conflict of interest. It talks about the requirements for identifying your printed campaign materials.”

The guide also informs each candidate of the need to form a committee to keep track of such things as contributions and expenditures.

“Your committee needs to be formed 30 days before your election,” said Allen.

When filing, each candidate also receives information on such important requirements as filing deadlines.

“When you file as a candidate there’s an actual packet that the candidates get,” said Allen. “It includes this Ethics Guide, but it includes – for instance – our deadlines and reminders, our campaign material identification requirements … So they do get some good information when they file for their candidacy.”

In addition to being handed out to any candidate filing for public office, the guide and other pertinent information can be found on the Missouri Ethics Commission’s website.

Governor’s Mansion celebrates Christmas with candlelight tours

by Steve Walsh on December 4, 2009

An annual Jefferson City Christmas tradition kicks off tonight – Candlelight tours of the Governor’s Mansion. This event gives Missourians a chance to visit the Mansion and to see the decorations.

“Folks are welcome to come out,” said Governor Jay Nixon’s Deputy Press Secretary Sam Murphey in an interview with the Missourinet. “These events are free and open to the public, so families should come and bring their kids. You have an opportunity to walk through the Mansion to see the historic features throughout this home and to also see the Christmas decorations.”

It all begins with the lighting of the Norway Spruce Christmas tree that was brought to the Governor’s Mansion from Centralia.

“Things are going to kick off at 6 o’clock this Friday and they’ll start with a tree-lighting ceremony here on the grounds of the Mansion,” said Murphey. “The Governor and Mrs. Nixon will welcome folks to the Mansion. There’ll be youth choirs singing. It really will be a special event. The tours then will begin at 6:30 and run until 9 that evening and then on Saturday, December 5th, the tours will be from 2 to 4.”

The weather could be a little cold over the weekend, but that’s no reason to stay away.

“It’s a holiday tradition,” said Murphey. “It’s something worth coming out and enduring a little bit of cold just to be a part of this tradition – this experience here at the Governor’s Mansion.”

The Governor’s Office encourages Saturday’s Mansion visitors and others who are in Jefferson City to attend the Jaycees’ annual Christmas parade, which gets underway at 4:30.

USA TODAY MISSOURI NEWS
MONDAY, DECEMBER 7 -- Imperial — Jefferson County Sheriff Glenn Boyer uses a computer program to show kids how the drug can affect their looks. A computer program called Face2Face takes a picture of a person's face, then shows how it would look after six months, one year and three years of meth use. 
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