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Nixon goes from crusading to managing in first year

By Virginia Young
ST. LOUIS POST-DISPATCH

12/28/2009


JEFFERSON CITY — On the campaign trail, Democrat Jay Nixon proposed state scholarships good for four years of college tuition for students from middle-class families.
But by the time he took over as governor in January, the recession had sent state revenue into a nose dive. The best Nixon could do was freeze tuition, not provide free tuition.
Nixon's first year in office has seen him lower his goals and claim victory by cutting his priorities less than the rest of the state budget. While he has made no headway on the keystone of his campaign — expanding Medicaid — he draws praise for managing the financial crisis and reducing partisan bickering in the Capitol.
"I give the governor high ratings for reaching out to Republicans to build consensus," said Rep. Tim Flook, R-Liberty. "He has done a good job of focusing on where we can agree." 

So far, the biggest blot on Nixon's record has been his bungling last summer of a controversy involving E. coli at Lake of the Ozarks. Nixon eventually dismissed a longtime deputy who withheld a water quality report, but he protected a close aide who misled the media.
In an interview in his Capitol office, Nixon cited his management of the budget as his top achievement. He cut $204 million in the fall, on top of $430 million in cuts in July. Casualties included Internet-based schools, capital projects and nearly 2,000 government jobs.
"We've done a very, very solid job of managing a very difficult budget," Nixon said.
But despite passage of Nixon's bill increasing tax credits for business, job losses continue to mount. Unemployment in Missouri is running at a historically high 9.5 percent, higher than many of the state's Midwestern neighbors. 
Critics say the governor has failed to offer bold leadership.
"His administration the first year has been just like his campaign," said Sen. Scott Rupp, R-Wentzville. "He was up 20 points (in the polls), so they just put him in a closet and said, 'Don't lose this.'"
A NEW STYLE
Nixon said he has learned to listen and let legislators wrangle with issues before he jumps in. He likened the approach to the advice coaches give players to "let the game come to them." 
"You've got to let some things ripen before you get involved," Nixon said. "They need to run awhile." 
Nixon wasn't nearly so cautious before he became governor. 
Jeremiah W. "Jay" Nixon, 53, served in the state Senate from 1987 to 1993, then spent 16 years as attorney general. He was known for his aggressiveness, honed on the basketball court and football field in his native Jefferson County.
He launched his race for the top state job in 2005, soon after Republican Gov. Matt Blunt cut about 100,000 Missourians from the Medicaid rolls. Nixon blasted the move as cruel and shortsighted. He insisted no tax increase would be needed to reverse the cuts. He said it would cost the state $265 million but would draw $431 million in federal money.
He hammered at that theme even after Blunt suddenly dropped out of the race and the GOP nominated Kenny Hulshof. In the November 2008 election, Nixon walloped Hulshof, running up 58 percent of the vote.
"We tend to say he has a mandate from the people," said George Connor, a political scientist at Missouri State University in Springfield. "That sets the table for higher expectations, and that probably is an unfortunate thing for him."
Indeed, the House killed Nixon's Medicaid proposal last spring. It would have used money hospitals receive for taking care of the uninsured to restore coverage for about one-third of those cut. 
Now, Nixon is pulling back even more. He has refused to use new federal tools to sign up thousands of eligible children by cross-checking income data in food stamp records. 
Asked whether he would try to expand Medicaid next year, Nixon avoided a direct answer.
"With the budget challenges we have, we are limited in what we can do," Nixon said. "Plus you have the overarching effects at the federal level at the exact same time. We'll see what happens in Washington. We'll be positioned to best use that to help Missourians. And we'll continue to fight to expand health care where we can afford to do so."
Nixon's refusal to push for costly program expansions has muffled Republican critics, who generally share the governor's reluctance to commit money. Liberal Democrats, while frustrated, so far have held their fire.
"Many of us recognize, the things we want to do, we can't do in this budget climate," said Rep. Jeanette Mott Oxford, D-St. Louis.
Nixon said he will keep trying to pass his scholarship plan that the Legislature scuttled this year. Meanwhile, he forged deals with public universities to freeze tuition in return for level funding this year and a 5.2 percent cut next year. 
"We did certainly live up to the point of making college more affordable," said Nixon, who has two sons enrolled at the University of Missouri-Columbia. 
However, Nixon's tuition agreements still have to be approved by the Republican-controlled Legislature. Rupp said tuition increases already are limited by law and the governor's plan, promoted in a statewide fly-around, was just a PR gimmick.
Even some Democrats dislike the way Nixon went about it.
"He talked to nobody before he did it," said Rep. Chris Kelly, D-Columbia. "His administration has significant challenges in the communication realm."
E. COLI AND STAFF ISSUES
Critics say Nixon surrounds himself with an insular group of longtime aides who keep a tight hold on information.
The E. coli mess was a case in point. 
The Department of Natural Resources employee responsible for delaying the release of the report — which showed elevated levels of bacteria at the Lake of the Ozarks — was a longtime aide who followed Nixon to the administration from the attorney general's office. Shortly after the report was delayed, Nixon moved the aide, Joe Bindbeutel, to another government position and replaced him with another loyalist from the attorney general's office, Bill Bryan.
Some DNR merit system employees lost their jobs after the scandal, but Nixon's spokesman, Jack Cardetti, kept his, even after admitting he misled reporters about the controversy.
Nixon defended his handling of the situation. "Jack was not a decision-maker in the process," he said of Cardetti. 
That explanation doesn't satisfy Sen. Brad Lager, R-Savannah, who headed a committee that looked into the controversy. Lager said Nixon was "unwilling to take decisive action when those close to him failed in their responsibility."
Added Lloyd Smith, executive director of the Missouri Republican Party, "Nixon's willingness to protect his staff — even when they have been accused of abusing their positions — has fostered a culture of corruption."
Nixon said he has reached out to hire outsiders, including several Cabinet heads who were new to state government. But the governor forced out his jobs chief, St. Louis lawyer Linda Martinez, in September. While Nixon refused to discuss it, others said Martinez lacked political skills and her working relationship with the governor had soured. 
Nixon stepped into a different sort of mess when he considered withholding funds for the Tour of Missouri bicycle race late this summer. The race is a pet project of Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder, a Republican who is said to be considering a challenge to Nixon in 2012. Since he took office, Nixon has minimized Kinder's role in state government, forcing him out as tourism chairman and head of a powerful finance board.
But when funds for the Tour of Missouri were threatened, Kinder mobilized Republicans and tourism proponents to save this year's version of the race. The tourism commission, however, has made no plans to fund the race next year.
Nixon continues to sharpen his budget knife. 
He socked away more than $900 million in federal stimulus funds for the next fiscal year, which begins July 1. But revenue is projected to fall by $1 billion compared with 2008. The state also faces pressure for increased spending in areas like elementary and secondary schools. 
To fill the hole, Nixon hasn't suggested a tax increase, which wouldn't fly in the Republican-controlled Legislature anyway. In fact, he signed a bill last summer cutting the franchise tax for businesses.
The big question is how Nixon will balance the 2012 budget, when stimulus funds dry up. Nixon is expected to be running for a second term by then. Does he lie awake at night worrying about cuts? 
Ever the optimist, Nixon said no.
"I think by that time we'll be moving forward again."

Analysis: Civility a hallmark of Nixon's first year

State's financial woes force governor to shift approach on some issues.

David A. Lieb The Associated Press 
Jefferson City -- The shrill sound coming from Missouri's Capitol has been toned down. That new civility may be Gov. Jay Nixon's biggest accomplishment during an inaugural year that is perhaps best described as "OK."

While Nixon's economic proposals passed the legislature, his health care policies fizzled. Financial realities forced him to make cuts, but he did so without gouging education or seeking tax increases. And Nixon seems to have weathered his first scandal -- his administration's initial cover-up of poor water quality tests at the Lake of the Ozarks.

All things considered, "I think he's done OK," said Richard Fulton, a longtime political science professor at Northwest Missouri State University.

Nixon's first year as governor seemed generally unremarkable, added George Connor, chairman of the political science department at Missouri State University.

"It almost seems like he's treading water," Connor said, "but I'm not sure that any governor could do much better."

The circumstances Nixon encountered upon taking the oath of office on Jan. 12, 2009, were certainly not what any politician would prefer. He faced a projected budget deficit of hundreds of millions of dollars, caused by rising unemployment and falling tax revenues.

That forced the new Democratic governor to immediately scale back his campaign pledge to restore the 2005 Medicaid cuts enacted by his Republican predecessor, Matt Blunt, that had eliminated or reduced government health care benefits for hundreds of thousands of low-income Missourians.

Instead, Nixon proposed a modest expansion of the state's Children's Health Insurance Program and the addition of 35,000 adults to Medicaid, funded with money from hospitals and the federal government.

House Republicans rejected both proposals, asserting they might one day grow to cost the state too much money.

Finances also forced Nixon to shift his approach on higher education. Lawmakers took no action on his campaign platform to provide four years of free college tuition to students who start at a community college. To try to make college affordable, Nixon instead struck deals with Missouri's higher education institutions to hold their tuition flat in exchange for flat state funding this year and (if lawmakers approve) no more than about $50 million in cuts next year.

Nixon already has cut or vetoed $634 million from the $23.7 billion approved by lawmakers for state operations and capital improvements during the current fiscal year. About 2,300 full- and part-time state employee positions have been eliminated.

"Even though he ran as a governor who would restore things, he quickly became a governor who cut things," Connor said. But "in one sense, the best buzz that he's going to get is for being the Democratic governor who made cuts, who was fiscally responsible."

Republican and Democratic lawmakers did send Nixon one of his priorities -- legislation enlarging some tax credits for businesses (while restricting others), expanding job training and eliminating Missouri's corporate franchise tax for three-quarters of the businesses paying it.

Through it all, Missouri's elected officials remained generally respectful of one another -- a trait that sometimes has been lacking during the past decade.

In 2004, future Republican House Speaker Rod Jetton heckled Democratic Gov. Bob Holden during the State of the State address because of budget cuts to education.

In 2005, some Democratic lawmakers accused Republicans of killing people by enacting Blunt's proposed Medicaid cuts.

But now, "even when we disagree, we agreeably disagree," said House Majority Leader Steven Tilley, R-Perryville.

Tilley partially credits Nixon for what he describes as a "very cordial, good working relationship" between legislative leaders and the governor.

Senate President Pro Tem Charlie Shields, R-St. Joseph, offered similar praise of Nixon: "The one thing he did very well is reach out to the legislature. He's working with a legislature of a different party."

That's not to say there aren't cracks. Senate Majority Leader Kevin Engler, R-Farmington, said the relationship with Nixon is "getting fragile," because he has continued "to cut side deals with higher education" without including lawmakers in the negotiations.

Also lingering is a Senate committee review of how Nixon's Department of Natural Resources failed for about a month to inform the public of water samples showing high levels of E. coli bacteria in the Lake of the Ozarks. The committee's interviews revealed that some members of Nixon's office knew about the poor water tests, despite previous assertions to the contrary.

Nixon sought to transform trouble into action by ordering a review of the lake's water quality and nearby sewage discharge sites. He intends to propose legislation in 2010 toughening the state's water quality laws.

The lake E. coli controversy is "like a shadow that's sort of following the governor," Connor said. Yet even so, Republican lawmakers have been restrained in their criticism.

Nixon gave himself a passing grade for his first year as governor. He described the failed health proposals as his biggest disappointment. And he cited the Capitol's less partisan atmosphere atop his list of successes.

"The tone change in this town this year has been very rewarding to me," Nixon said, "and I'd like to believe that my tone has helped."

State tax plan has farmers fired up

Growers say model for assessing productive value of land is flawed.

Chad Livengood   News-Leader 
Missouri farmers are pushing back against a State Tax Commission plan to significantly raise the taxable value of the most productive ground while lowering tax bills for less valuable pasture land.

The three-member tax commission of two Democrats and one Republican recently approved a 29 percent hike in the taxable value of more productive land -- primarily used to produce row crops -- effective in 2011.

Under the plan, owners of lesser productive land -- often used as pasture land or for growing hay for livestock -- would see their taxable values drop by 24.7 percent, according to the State Tax Commission.

In the 10-county area surrounding Springfield, just Greene, Lawrence and Webster counties would see an overall net increase in the taxable value and revenues from farmland, according to estimates from the tax commission.

The majority of farmland in surrounding counties is deemed less productive overall, so most tax bills would go down in 2011 under the tax commission's plan.

But the plan is facing fierce opposition from farmers and rural lawmakers, who are vowing to reject the plan when the legislature reconvenes in January.

"It's very difficult to make the case that overall farmers and ranchers have seen increased returns from their land that warrant increasing productivity value," said Leslie Holloway, a lobbyist for the Missouri Farm Bureau.

Farmers say the tax commission's model for assessing how productive certain land can be is flawed and doesn't account for market volatility and the rising cost of inputs, such as land rent, seed, fertilizer and propane gas to dry grains during harvest.

"That's a huge increase and I don't think it's a very fair situation when the fertilizer prices have been high, the seed prices have been high and there's just not a lot of profits in farming," said Wayne Schnelle, a fifth-generation farmer from Lockwood in western Dade County.

Schnelle, 78, manages a 3,500-acre family farm, with 2,200 acres of row crops and the rest as pasture land or hay fields to feed his 600 head of cattle. He says his more productive ground for growing row crops doesn't get the kind of high yields that more fertile northern Missouri ground does.

The tax commission, whose members are appointed by the governor, based its decision on a 2007 study by University of Missouri researchers about the productive value of land. The study was funded by the legislature, said Sandy Wankum, administrative secretary of the tax commission.

"We're charged with developing what the productivity values of these grades of land are," said commission chairman Bruce Davis, a Republican. "We based our decision on that data that was presented to us."

Davis said the plan to lower assessed value of lesser productive land would be a relief to livestock and dairy farmers in southwest Missouri.

The valuation system is based on a grading scale of farmland from 1 to 8, with 1 being the highest. Under the tax commission's plan, the tax bill for land that is grades 1-4 will increase by an average of 90 cents per acre, according to Missouri Farm Bureau.

Taxes for land that is grades 5-7 will decrease by an average of 20 cents per acre and the value of grade 8 land will remain the same, Holloway said.

Holloway added many farmers who plant crops in fertile valleys also have some of the lesser valued ground uphill.

"Because you have so many farmers with a mix of ground, we are expecting that there will be an overall (tax) increase," she said.

The double-digit increase in valuations for 2011 is due in part to the fact that farmland assessments have not increased since 1995, Wankum said.

In 1982, Missouri voters approved a change in law that charged the State Tax Commission with reassessing farmland every odd year based on its productive value, rather than market value, Holloway said.

Missouri Department of Agriculture Director Jon Hagler has come out against the valuation hike.

"Increases in land assessments would be detrimental to farm families and Missouri's overall economy," Hagler said in a recent statement.

Only the state legislature can reject the plan or let it go forward.

"In this economic situation, it's not a time to raise taxes," state Rep. Brian Munzlinger, a Republican and farmer from northeast Missouri who intends to introduce a House resolution opposing the tax commission's plan.

Republican state Sen. Dan Clemens, a farmer from Marshfield, plans to sponsor a Senate version of Munzlinger's resolution, according to his office.

Munzlinger said lawmakers will portray voting against the resolution as voting for "a back-door tax increase" in an election year. "I'd think that would have to be the strongest argument," he said.

The tax commission's model of basing value of land based on productivity is outdated in many parts of southwest Missouri under increasing development pressure, said Wesley Tucker, a Polk County agribusiness specialist with the University of Missouri Extension.

"We bypassed the productive value of land a long time ago on price," Tucker said.

"Most of our people don't make their living off the farm anymore, so it's not about what they can produce from it, but how much they can make off it for home sites and recreational uses."

Mo. gov. searching for next poet laureate 
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Gov. Jay Nixon has created an advisory committee to help him select a new Missouri poet laureate.

The two-year term of Missouri's first poet laureate, Walter Bargen, is ending in January.

Nixon is taking applications for a new poet laureate through Jan. 14. He has appointed a five-person advisory committee - with first lady Georganne Nixon as the honorary chairwoman - to help him make a decision.

Nixon says the next poet laureate must be a resident of Missouri, a published poet, active in the poetry community and willing to promote poetry at appearances at public schools and libraries. The poet laureate also is to compose an original poem in honor of Missouri.
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Legislative Limbo Strands Many of Obama’s Nominees 
NEW YORK TIMES   By HELENE COOPER
WASHINGTON — Almost every day, the news releases go up on the White House Web site and go out to reporters: “President Obama announces more key administration posts,” they read.

Trouble is, many of those administration posts are being held up in the Senate in a political do-si-do that is traditional on Capitol Hill but seems to have become more tangled than ever in partisanship.

Of the 200 or so Obama nominations pending, some 75 have gotten through committee but were being held up for various reasons in the Senate, administration officials and Congressional staff members said. During their last gasps of official business after the health care vote on Thursday morning, senators cleared 35 nominees by unanimous consent — far short of the 60 that administration officials had been hoping to get through by the end of the year.

One of those finally approved was Miriam Sapiro, who had become the Obama administration’s prime example of stalled nominations since being chosen in April to be a deputy United States trade representative. Senator Jim Bunning, Republican of Kentucky, put a hold on the confirmation of Ms. Sapiro, an Internet policy consultant, to try to pressure the trade representative’s office to file a complaint with the World Trade Organization against Canada over a law that bans cigarettes with candy flavors. 

Mr. Bunning and the United States tobacco industry complained that the Canadian law discriminated against American tobacco growers. United States trade officials, for their part, said they were legally barred from promoting tobacco use. 

There was an impasse, until some last-minute political horse-trading, when Republicans lifted the hold on Ms. Sapiro in exchange for getting a Republican, Michael Khouri, a lawyer specializing in shipping issues, confirmed for one of the Republican seats on the Federal Maritime Commission, Congressional staff members said.

But there was no such luck for many other Obama nominees, including Martha Johnson, who was nominated on May 4 to be administrator of the General Services Administration. Ms. Johnson, a former chief of staff for the agency, remains in limbo thanks to Senator Christopher S. Bond, Republican of Missouri, who put a hold on her nomination to pressure the government to approve a proposed federal office building in downtown Kansas City. 

Mr. Bond and Senator Claire McCaskill, Democrat of Missouri, jointly wrote to the General Services Administration in August to protest delays in the project. The agency has said that it is committed to the downtown Kansas City office, but first needs to get financing approved by Congress. 

“We haven’t had a permanent administrator in two years,” said Sahar Wali, the agency’s spokeswoman. 

“What it does for the psyche of the agency — we’re stuck in transition. It’s like trying to run a business without a C.E.O.” (On Tuesday, an acting administrator was named, the second since the job has been vacant.)

Most of the time when a hold is put on a nominee, it is either because there is a strong ideological objection, or because a senator is trying to extract some sort of commitment from either the nominee or the administration — as was the case with both Ms. Sapiro and Ms. Johnson.

But sometimes there is no overt explanation. On March 24, Mr. Obama nominated Marisa J. Demeo, a magistrate judge in Washington who is openly gay, for a seat on the Superior Court in the District of Columbia. The Senate Judiciary Committee approved the nomination on May 20. 

But Judge Demeo’s nomination has yet to come to the floor of the Senate, and no one has stepped forward to say why. Other gay nominees have been approved, including John Berry, who is now head of the Office of Personnel Management. 

In all, around 500 senior positions in the executive branch need Senate approval, along with a number of vacant judicial seats and other positions for which the president sends nominations to the Senate. 

So far, 463 of Mr. Obama’s nominations have been confirmed by the Senate, and 226 are pending. 

Administration officials have shied away from publicly criticizing the slow pace of confirmations, for fear of angering the same senators who they are hoping will remove their holds. “We’ve made great progress in confirming nearly 500 of the president’s nominees this year,” a White House official said Thursday. “We will continue to work with the Senate next year to move forward the more than 200 people whose nominations are pending.”

The frustration of trying to get a new team in place while the competing political party exacts revenge on Capitol Hill is by no means new. For instance, in August 2001, when George W. Bush received the memorandum saying that Osama bin Laden was “determined to strike U.S.,” he still did not have most of his national security team in place. 

President Obama tried to avoid a similar problem by moving quickly with his national security appointments. But other key jobs remain empty.

In July, Mr. Obama nominated Jacqueline A. Berrien, the associate director-counsel for the NAACP Legal Defense and Education Fund Inc., to be the chairwoman of the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission. The nomination remains in limbo. 

60 percent of area state workers stick with St. John's

Agency got backlash from those who opposed being switched to Cox.

Chad Livengood  News-Leader 
Given the choice, three in every five state workers in southwest and south-central Missouri have elected to stay with their St. John's network insurance next year, rather than switch to CoxHealth's carrier.

Missouri Consolidated Health Care Plan had planned to switch about 9,000 state employees in the region over to CoxHealth's insurance carrier, United Healthcare.

But the agency got considerable backlash from members who wanted to keep their St. John's network primary care physicians and specialists. Switching to United Healthcare would make St. John's doctors out-of-network, raising the out-of-pocket costs for patients.

In response, MCHCP re-opened enrollment during the first week in December, and about 60 percent of the employees switched back to St. John's Mercy health insurance plan, said Rick Bowles, executive director of MCHCP.

The remaining 40 percent selected health insurance plans offered by United Healthcare in the CoxHealth network, Bowles said.

Bowles had attempted to get United Healthcare to accept St. John's doctors into its networks, but a deal could not be reached this year because St. John's has exclusive contractual obligations with other insurance companies, Bowles said.

So Missouri Consolidated's board voted in November to allow state workers to remain with St. John's doctors for at least another year until a possible resolution can be reached between the competing health systems.

"That's going to be really contingent on St. John's contracts and Cox's contracts and are they going to continue to have exclusivity language in their contracts," Bowles said.

"They're both outstanding health care systems. They're just in competition with one another."

Missouri Consolidated's 2011 contract for health insurance coverage of state employees in the southwest and south-central regions is being put back up for bid next year, Bowles said.

Because the switch over to CoxHealth fell through, Bowles said the state's health care plan will break even this year, but needs to obtain additional savings next year.

For the 2011 fiscal year, MCHCP will ask the legislature for a $10 million funding increase, up from the current appropriation of $450 million, Bowles said.

A representative for St. John's was not available for comment.

A CoxHealth spokeswoman said the health system is pleased to be serving state workers in 2010.

"Selecting health care is an important decision and we are proud to serve the Missouri Consolidated members who have chosen CoxHealth to provide their care," spokeswoman Stacy Fender said in a statement.

Gaps in states’ regulations mean that sanctioned nurses continue to work

By CHARLES ORNSTEIN, TRACY WEBER and MALOY MOORE
Special to the Los Angeles Times 

The frantic knocking of home health nurse Orphia Wilson startled the boy’s parents awake just after dawn. 

Their 3-year-old son, who suffered from chronic respiratory failure and muscular dystrophy, had stopped breathing. 

The boy’s mother raced to his side and began performing CPR as Wilson stood by. It was too late. Jexier Otero-Cardona died at a Hartford, Conn., hospital the next day. 

In the months that followed Jexier’s May 2005 death, Connecticut health officials discovered that Wilson had fallen asleep, then ignored — or possibly turned off — ventilator alarms that signaled the boy was not getting enough oxygen, state records show. 

And Jexier, they learned, was not the first child to die under Wilson’s care. Seven months earlier, she had lost her registered nursing license in Florida for similar lapses in the death of another boy in 2002. In that case, 21-month-old Thierry LaMarque Jr. had stopped breathing while Wilson was caring for him at her Orlando home. Instead of calling 911, she tried CPR, then drove the boy’s limp body three miles to his parents’ house. 

“She said she panicked,” recalled the boy’s mother, Glenda Brown, who was summoned home and found her dead son strapped into his car seat. 

Wilson’s case highlights a dangerous gap in the way states regulate nurses: They fail to effectively tell each other what they know. As a result, caregivers with troubled records can cross state lines and work without restriction, an investigation by the nonprofit news organization ProPublica and the Los Angeles Times found. 

Using public databases and state disciplinary reports, reporters found hundreds of cases in which registered nurses held clear licenses in some states after they had been sanctioned in others, often for serious misdeeds. 

Such breakdowns are readily fixable. Yet state regulators aren’t using their powers to seek out this information or act on what they find, according to the investigation. 

By simply typing a nurse’s name into a national database, state officials can often find out within seconds whether the nurse has been sanctioned anywhere in the country and why. But some states don’t check regularly or at all. 

The failure to act quickly in such cases has grave implications: Hospitals and other health care employers depend on state nursing boards to vouch for nurses’ fitness to practice. 

“It only takes one outlier to end up killing a bunch of patients,” said Robert Oshel, who retired last year as an associate director at the federal agency that runs discipline databases on health providers. 

Because there is no federal licensing of nurses, each state sets its own standards on punishable behavior. In general, states can discipline a nurse based solely on the actions taken by another state. But they vary widely in how quickly — or harshly — they act. 

Under the law in Virginia and Louisiana, for instance, officials must immediately suspend nurses’ licenses for serious misconduct in another state. Nurses are barred from practicing unless they successfully appeal. 

Missouri, on the other hand, must personally serve all accused nurses with written charges and offer hearings to contest them. If nurses can’t be found, their licenses remain clear and they are free to continue practicing, said Lori Scheidt, executive director of Missouri’s nursing board. 

Ample information is available for states to identify nurses disciplined by other jurisdictions. Two separate databases attempt to track disciplinary actions from every state. States are required to report to one, run by the federal government, within 30 days of taking an action. Reporting to the other, operated by the National Council of State Boards of Nursing, is voluntary. 

Each database can be programmed to alert a state whenever a nurse it has licensed runs into trouble in another state. 

When checking a nurse’s record, nursing officials said they almost uniformly used the council’s database. It’s free and the government’s is not. In fact, federal statistics show that nursing boards accessed the government database fewer than 300 times total in 2007 and 2008. 

In addition, ProPublica and the Times found that the federal database is incomplete, despite the requirement that all states report discipline to it. Many actions appeared to be missing when reporters tried to match known cases by date of discipline to a version of the database in which confidential information had been removed. 

The nursing council’s database also has significant weaknesses. Nearly all states report their disciplinary information to the council, according to its Web site. Yet only 37 states and the District of Columbia supply it with the names of all their licensees. 

To estimate the scope of the problem nationwide, ProPublica and the Times searched the records of the nation’s largest state, looking for examples of nurses licensed in California who had been disciplined in other states. 

They found that at least 643 of California’s 350,000 nurses had sanctions elsewhere, including 177 whose licenses had been revoked, suspended, denied or surrendered. 

Among them is Randy Hopp, who was convicted in 2004 of assaulting a nursing home resident in Minnesota. It was the fourth facility since 1998 at which he had been accused of mistreating a resident, records show. 

The nursing boards in Minnesota and Missouri placed him on probation, and Kansas imposed restrictions on his practice.

Hopp surrendered his license in Texas. In California, his license remains clear.

Tempo picks up in the political tango over Senate seat from Missouri

By STEVE KRASKE and DAVE HELLING
The Kansas City Star 

In Missouri politics, the music and partners change, but the dance never ends.

The latest electoral tango — the likely pairing of Democrat Robin Carnahan and Republican Roy Blunt in a race for a seat in the U.S. Senate — is fully under way, with general agreement that it will be among the most-watched races in the nation next year.

After a year of primping and posing by both candidates, the race is close. Very close.

“It’s a 50-50 race in a 50-50 state,” Blunt said.

The 2010 version of Missouri’s biennial pas de deux involves two of the state’s storied political families: Carnahan, who hopes to follow her mother, Jean, to Congress’ upper chamber, and Blunt, a congressman, a veteran of state politics and the father of a former governor, Matt Blunt.

A Carnahan win could help the Democrats maintain a filibuster-proof margin in the Senate. A Blunt victory could signal a GOP resurgence in the wake of Barack Obama’s resounding 2008 election as president.

“I think there’s going to be a very clear choice,” Carnahan said.

Square-knot-tight Senate races in Missouri are nothing new. Nine years ago, Republican John Ashcroft and Democrat Mel Carnahan — Robin Carnahan’s father — lit up the airwaves in a heated contest that The Washington Post recently named the country’s second-best Senate race in the last 10 years.

Mel Carnahan died in a plane crash on Oct. 16, 2000, and three weeks later was elected posthumously by a 3 percent margin. Jean Carnahan, who took her husband’s place in the Senate, lost by 1 percentage point in 2002 to Republican Jim Talent, who then lost by 3 percentage points in 2006 to Democrat Claire McCaskill.

“Missouri may be the purest swing state in the nation,” the nonpartisan Cook Political Report recently wrote. “It is inevitable that next year’s Senate contest will be very competitive.”

A mid-December Rasmussen poll suggests just how competitive: Robin Carnahan was the choice of 46 percent of likely Missouri voters and Blunt was the pick of 44 percent — a statistical dead heat.

Blunt and Carnahan both face political trends they must overcome. For Carnahan, Missouri’s two-term secretary of state, it is history. Midterm elections traditionally swing in favor of the party that doesn’t control the White House.

At the root of that trend are a president’s poll numbers. Like most first-year presidents, Obama has seen his job approval drop — from 68 percent in January to 48 percent in mid-December.

The Rasmussen poll found that’s true in Missouri, too. Forty-eight percent of the state’s likely voters approve of Obama’s performance while 53 percent disapprove.

“His poll numbers have flipped,” Steve Smith said of Obama. Smith is a professor of political science at Washington University in St. Louis.

Carnahan also must overcome the state’s apparent tilt to the right. In 2008, Missourians elected Democrat Jay Nixon as governor but gave GOP presidential nominee John McCain a narrow victory — a vote that shattered the state’s best-in-the-nation status as a White House bellwether.

Energizing Democrats could be tough.

“She faces challenges in terms of keeping the base enthusiastic and passionate,” McCaskill said of Carnahan. “In Missouri, the side that is most motivated is the side that has the edge.”

Blunt, meanwhile, must overcome grass-roots anger over soaring deficits, stimulus packages and bank bailouts. If that thinking solidifies, longtime congressional incumbents could face long odds next year. Blunt was elected to the House in 1996 and has been a prominent member of the chamber’s Republican leadership.

Blunt also faces a primary challenge from Missouri Sen. Chuck Purgason, a Caulfield Republican who has sharply criticized both parties for out-of-control spending.

“If it’s a throw-the-bums-out race, the first question that needs to get ” said John Hancock, a Republican political settled is, ‘Who’s the bum?’ consultant. “That’s certainly what she (Carnahan) is going to attempt.”

The Carnahan-Blunt ballet features a pair of contrasting melodies.

The first: Blunt’s strong comeback after struggling in the first half of this year, when little went right.

His connections with former House GOP leader Tom DeLay and disgraced lobbyist Jack Abramoff were a concern. A minor dispute over property taxes on his multimillion-dollar Washington home raised eyebrows. Carnahan also held a significant early lead in fundraising.

Some Missouri Republicans spent the early part of the year looking for an alternative.

“I was anxious because I thought at that point, frankly, Roy had very little chance, which shows you how much politics can change in seven months,” said Woody Cozad, a former chairman of the state Republican Party who is now a lobbyist and consultant.

Enthusiasm for Blunt’s candidacy began to swell over the summer, when other prominent Republicans — including Sarah Steelman, a former state treasurer — decided not to challenge Blunt. It accelerated when Blunt began crisscrossing the state, out-fundraising Carnahan in the process.

“He put this race on his back and carried it,” said GOP consultant Jeff Roe, who supports Blunt. “This is the classic case of the candidate doing what it takes to win.”

Through Sept. 30, Blunt had raised $3.3 million to Carnahan’s $3.2 million.

Other Republicans, though, said Blunt’s comeback was based largely on dissatisfaction with Obama and Democratic policies and not anything that Blunt did. Recent polls showed almost 60 percent of respondents said they thought the country was on the wrong track — a 15 percent increase since June and a clear threat to the Democrats.

“I’ve done what I wanted to do in 2009,” Blunt said, adding: “We’ve seen what happens to the country when you make a choice based on a slogan and then you find out the specifics of change are not necessarily the change you like. … Are we creating more jobs? Are we doing the right things on energy and health care? That’s what people are talking about.”

Carnahan countered that the race ultimately will have little to do with Obama and will be more about the records of the two nominees.

“I’m going to be standing on the side of Missourians … and not on the side of the corporate special interests that seem to have way too much influence on what goes on in Washington,” she said.

Blunt has responded with a version of the “Where Is Robin Carnahan?” blues: Blunt argues his likely opponent won’t take a stand on the issues.

“Flash! Bulletin! Carnahan Emerges from Shadows; Will Be Live, in a Room ... with News Reporters!” a December Blunt campaign statement said.

Earlier this year Blunt challenged Carnahan to a series of public debates, but the offer went nowhere.

The Democrat doesn’t buy the idea that she’s not taking positions, even though she was vague earlier this year on such issues as a card check for union organizing, which would eliminate secret ballots.

“I’ve been pretty clear about where I stand on a number of issues,” Carnahan said. “Let’s take health care. My principles have not changed.”

Carnahan, 48, has one distinct advantage: As of now, she has no primary opponent.

Blunt, 59, must confront a challenge from his party’s conservative wing. Missouri’s relatively small but energetic “tea party” movement is distrustful of both parties and may have found a champion in Purgason.

“There’s a need for new leadership from people who know that two plus two equals four, and when you spend five you’re losing one,” Purgason said. “When Representative Blunt was in the leadership … the deficit grew almost $1.5 trillion. Republicans have proved they can’t balance the budget either.”

Blunt, though, said he expects “movement conservatives” and tea-partiers to eventually join his effort. He also expects a flood of money and campaign commercials from interest groups and other independent organizations on both sides.

One ad that already has aired — by the League of Conservation Voters — shows oil dripping from the hand of an actor playing Blunt while the screen lists donations to the congressman from energy companies. (Blunt opposes the pollution-control bill known as cap and trade.)

According to one calculation, the group has spent nearly $500,000 since Nov. 20 to run the spot in Missouri. Blunt’s campaign calls the ad “mudslinging.”

There is a wild card that makes the outcome of the dance even harder to predict: Oct. 16 is the 10th anniversary of the plane crash that killed Mel Carnahan. Voters can expect a spate of news stories just three weeks before Election Day that focus on the tragedy and the Carnahan family’s reaction to it.

The attention could prove significant.

“The only way it could make a difference is if the race is close,” said George Connor, a political science professor at Missouri State University in Springfield.

Push for Missouri ethics bill gets tailwind

By Tony Messenger
POST-DISPATCH JEFFERSON CITY BUREAU

12/27/2009


JEFFERSON CITY — Joe Ortwerth and Doug Harpool remember pushing an ethics bill up what seemed like an impossibly steep hill in the Missouri Capitol in 1991.
"It was extremely difficult," said Ortwerth, the former state representative from St. Peters. "The majority of our colleagues just wished we would shut up."
The perception outside the Capitol at the time was that lawmakers were cozying up to lobbyists, eating their food, drinking their booze, taking their campaign cash — and corrupting the legislative process, the two lawmakers said. 
Somehow, Ortwerth, a Republican, and Harpool, a Springfield Democrat, got their bill passed. The measure created the Missouri Ethics Commission, changed the definition of lobbyists and required more disclosure of gifts and meals bought for lawmakers. 

The situation that led to the bill's passage resembles the current mood in Jefferson City. And the similarity starts with the reason lawmakers decided it was time to focus on ethics.
In 1990 as in 2009, a Republican U.S. attorney brought indictments against three sitting Democratic lawmakers. 
And just as last time, lawmakers are pledging to pass ethics bills that had been ignored in the past by legislative leaders.
This month, three different ethics proposals have been put forward by Missouri lawmakers, and more are likely on the way. Because two of the proposals are backed by key leaders — Majority Floor Leader Steve Tilley, R-Perryville, and Sen. Charlie Shields, R-St. Joseph, who leads the Senate — they likely will receive serious attention when the legislative session starts in January. 
But even if something is passed, will it make a difference?
The devil is in the details, said Harpool. The Ethics Commission, for instance, is just a shell of what it would have been in his original bill. And lawmakers were already figuring ways around lobbyist gift reporting requirements by the time the next legislative session rolled around. The price, it seems, of passing ethics legislation, is making the sort of deals that limit the bill's ultimate effect. 
"That bill has accomplished only a fraction of what we wanted to accomplish," Harpool said.
Now a lawyer in private practice, Harpool offers a warning sign about the ethics talk echoing in Capitol halls:
"Never underestimate the ability of a politician to posture about anything."
SECOND TIME AROUND
The elected officials pushing an ethics overhaul this year are going about it from different perspectives.
Tilley, for instance, targets gifts from lobbyists, seeking to ban all of them, including meals. He also seeks to keep lawmakers from becoming lobbyists immediately after leaving office. And he seeks more disclosure of campaign donations made by those who might receive gubernatorial appointments. 
Shields wants to add an independent investigative arm to the Ethics Commission and ban campaign donations during the legislative session. 
State Reps. Tim Flook, R-Liberty, and Jason Kander, D-Kansas City, seem to be most closely following the model established by Harpool and Ortwerth 20 years ago. Their proposal would limit the money laundering that goes on under the current system, where campaign donations are passed among various committees, which makes determining their source more difficult, if not impossible. 
They would also create a new state felony of obstruction of justice, to model a federal law that has been effective in political corruption cases.
None of the current proposals would deal with Missouri's current lack of limits on campaign contributions, though some Democratic lawmakers say they intend to push for new limits. 
But one thing all the lawmakers have in common is the reason they say new ethics laws are needed. 
Despite the arrests and convictions of three lawmakers and an ongoing FBI inquiry, there isn't really a problem in Missouri politics, they say, but rather the perception of one.
Recent convictions of former Sen. Jeff Smith, Rep. Steve Brown and Rep. T.D. El-Amin (all St. Louis-area Democrats) "cast doubt on what we're all trying to do down here," Flook said. "What gets lost is how many people down here are trying to do the right thing."
A BAN ON GIFTS?
Doing the right thing can be difficult to define in Jefferson City.
Take Tilley, for instance, whose conversion to banning gifts was rather sudden. In his tenure as majority leader, Tilley has been a big recipient of lobbyists' gifts. He accepted tickets to the Masters golf tournament and transportation on a private plane to get there. He took tickets to the Indianapolis 500 and hundreds of dollars in meals and concert tickets.
But in July, he said, he decided to stop accepting such freebies after having a conversation with his dad, who told him it looked bad. Now, he wants to ban all such gifts. 
Tilley's bill would also ban lawmakers from being consultants, a practice that former House Speaker Rod Jetton started. Lawmakers in both parties criticized that practice last year, but a bill to ban it went nowhere. Neither did a bipartisan bill that would do something else Tilley proposes: putting a freeze on lawmakers leaving the Capitol only to return immediately as lobbyists. 
The practice of this so-called "revolving door" has been criticized because it leaves open the possibility that a lawmaker might be convinced to take action in his or her final year that could help a future employer.
One of last year's sponsors of that bill, former Rep. Brian Yates, R-Lee's Summit, recently resigned his seat early to take a job with one of Missouri's major payday loan lenders. 
It's those sorts of contradictions — lawmakers seeking to ban that which has benefited them in the past — that makes passing ethics bills so difficult. 
It's why politicians generally rank low in polls, said Missouri State University political science professor George Connor. "There is just a general feeling that politicians are corrupt," he said.
But he disagrees with those Missouri politicians who believe that the high-profile arrests of colleagues this year have done anything statewide to heighten that perception. Connor believes in the old maxim that all politics are local, and as such, he suggest that while the Smith, Brown and El-Amin arrests were big news, they didn't resonate with average voters outside their own districts.
"Most people are just vaguely aware of their own state representatives, let alone somebody on the other side of the state," Connor said. "I don't think there's a general public perception of political corruption in Jefferson City."
IMPETUS FOR REFORM
The good news about embarrassing arrests of public officials, Harpool said, is that it serves as a necessary impetus for ethics reform.
But this year's version of ethics crusaders need to learn from the past, he cautioned.
Most lawmakers know what the real evils in the system are, and key among them are the process by which fundraisers pass money between various political committees to hide its source. 
Such a process is already prohibited by the very Ethics Commission created by Harpool and Ortwerth's bill in 1991. But the provision is not enforced.
Why?
To get the Ethics Commission created, lawmakers gutted the toughest provisions. 
To this day, Ortwerth said, the Ethics Commission lacks the teeth it needs. In the original vision, it would have had its own investigators and its own ability to prosecute ethical or campaign finance violations.
As it is, the Ethics Commission is poorly funded, doesn't have an investigative arm and must refer possible prosecutions to the attorney general's office or local prosecutors.
"The Ethics Commission has become primarily involved in collecting campaign finance reports rather than rooting out political corruption," Ortwerth said. "As long as there is going to be a reliance on the attorney general's office or local prosecutors, these cases will always be seen as less important than others."
Ortwerth said he believes Shields' proposal of adding an investigator to the Ethics Commission is a step in the right direction. 
But will it make its way through the entire session? Will the Legislature attack the ethics issue in a spirit of bipartisanship?
How lawmakers answer those questions will ultimately determine, Harpool said, whether Missouri takes its second stab in two decades at making legislative ethics a priority. 

Mo. Gov. Nixon to seek stronger water quality laws 
By DAVID A. LIEB 
Associated Press Writer
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Gov. Jay Nixon plans to seek stronger water quality laws during the 2010 legislative session after his administration was criticized this past year for its handling of test results showing high levels of E. coli in the Lake of the Ozarks.

Nixon said his legislative proposals will focus on waterways that are considered to be endangered because of their water quality. He wants state officials to be able to more quickly limit the effluent flowing into threatened watersheds and to require a higher standard for permits.

"If waters were declared dangerous or challenged or threatened, there would be a limitation on folks being able to build old-school type of sewage treatment," Nixon said in an interview with The Associated Press. They "instead would have to either tie into a sewage system or treat in a much more significant way what they released off their land."

The governor said he plans to roll out more details about his water quality proposals in coming weeks.

Nixon's emphasis on water quality comes after his Department of Natural Resources failed for about a month to inform the public that test results taken in late May showed high levels of E. coli bacteria in the Lake of the Ozarks. Interviews conducted as part of a Senate committee investigation later revealed that some members of Nixon's office knew of the poor water test results, despite previous assertions to the contrary.

Nixon in September ordered a widespread water quality sampling at the popular tourist lake in central Missouri as well as the inspection of about 400 nearby facilities with wastewater permits.

Later that month, he suspended DNR Director Mark Templeton while stating that he had recently learned the department had failed to close public beaches at the lake earlier in the year despite tests showing high bacteria levels. Nixon acknowledged "abysmal failures" in Missouri's water quality program.

In October, Nixon reinstated Templeton but fired another longtime aide who had delayed the release of the E. coli test results while serving as deputy director of the Department of Natural Resources.

Also in October, Nixon said an internal review found 10 cases over the past three years - half of which occurred in 2009 - in which public beaches at state parks were not closed despite high E. coli levels. In 14 other cases since 2005, the department apparently kept secret the fact that high fecal coliform bacteria levels existed in the Lake of the Ozarks, Nixon said.

The governor acknowledged in a recent AP interview that the controversy about the Lake of the Ozarks had generated a lot of "energy."

"We want to channel that energy into cleaning up the water," he said.

DNR's funding sources running dry

Programs to fight water pollution in jeopardy.

Chad Livengood  News-Leader 
Since E. coli problems surfaced at Lake of the Ozarks last summer, the Department of Natural Resources has been under pressure to do more to ensure the safety of water in all Missouri lakes.

But the DNR's main funding sources are drying up, and monitoring pollutants could wind up in the hands of the federal government -- an alternative no one seems to want.

Water-quality watchdogs at Table Rock Lake have asked the environmental agency to dedicate the same level of resources to crack down on polluters discharging untreated wastewater that Lake of the Ozarks got this fall in response to closed beaches from spikes in dangerous E. coli bacteria levels.

"It's interesting that this Lake of the Ozarks mess has created this awareness. The problems that are being written about are not new," said David Casaletto, executive director of Table Rock Lake Water Quality, a Kimberling City group that monitors septic tank and wastewater treatment plant failures.

After a tumultuous year marked by the agency's controversial withholding of E. coli tests at Lake of the Ozarks, DNR officials recognize residents of other Missouri lakes want more done to keep their lakes clean, too.

But the agency is quite literally running out of money, putting pollution enforcement programs in jeopardy of being reverted to the federal government, said DNR Deputy Director Bill Bryan.

By July, the department's funds for regulating water pollution and hazardous waste and its land survey program will be insolvent, Bryan said.

And without fee increases, the air pollution and solid waste programs also will likely be out of money by late 2010 or early 2011.

"On most of those programs, we're headed for insolvency in the relative near term," Bryan said.

The water pollution permits pay for the inspections of wastewater treatment facilities for municipalities, industrial users and small subdivisions and neighborhoods -- such as those that dot the shorelines of Table Rock Lake and Lake of the Ozarks.

If the program runs out of money, enforcement of the federal Clean Water Act would revert to the federal Environmental Protection Agency whose one-size-fits-all approach may not suit state interests.

"We would not welcome that," said Ewell Lawson, lobbyist for the Missouri Association of Municipal Utilities, which represents 110 municipalities across the state, including Springfield.

Springfield's City Utilities also would prefer to deal with DNR rather than EPA, which has the power to levy higher fines on violators from offices in Kansas City and Washington.

"We would not only prefer to work with DNR but we'd prefer to see DNR to be funded and staffed with career professionals," said Dave Fraley, environmental affairs director for CU. "The folks in Jefferson City are going to take a more Missouri-centric outlook on the decisions that they make, which we like."

Averting insolvency
DNR's five major fees rely on users paying for those permits to keep the programs afloat. But the economic downturn in the last two years has caused a a decrease in demand and a drop in fees paid to the department, depleting the various funds.

During the 2009 legislative session, lawmakers renewed some of DNR's fees for another year.

DNR will be seeking at least a renewal of its permit fees in the 2010 session, but only an increase in fees it can charge will solve the agency's long-term budget troubles, Bryan said.

Bryan said another one-year extension would "essentially move the issue down the field."

"We would just extend that insolvency date," he said.

Rep. Walt Bivins, R-St. Louis, has sponsored legislation in the past to raise DNR's permit fee structure, but it's faced opposition in the Republican-controlled General Assembly because it's seen as a back-door tax increase on businesses.

Bivins, who is term-limited next year, said he doubts there's enough political will to raise fees during an election year. Instead, he predicts lawmakers will give the current fee structure another one-year renewal and let a new legislature deal with the problem in 2011.

"I don't think that's a good idea, but the political reality is that's the best we can do," said Bivins, chairman of the House Energy and Environment Committee.

Funding outlook for DNR not good
Unlike most state agencies, DNR is primarily funded by federal grants and the industries and municipalities it regulates to enforce federal and state pollution laws.

Just 3.8 percent -- or $12 million -- of DNR's budget comes from general tax revenue appropriated by the legislature, Bryan said, making the department heavily reliant upon permit fees.

Throughout the decade, DNR's ability to charge fees for various permits has made its budget a regular hunting ground for the legislature. Over the past eight years, the agency's annual appropriation has declined by $14 million from $26 million in 2001.

With state tax revenue continuing to dwindle, Bryan estimates the agency's annual appropriation will fall to $8 million in the 2011 fiscal year, which begins July 1.

Lawmakers also say DNR should expect more cuts next year.

"Unfortunately, they're not going to get more next year," said Rep. Jim Viebrock, vice chairman of the appropriations subcommittee for natural resources and agriculture.

"The outlook for them is not pretty."

Room for improvement?
Bryan said the department has taken steps in recent months to rein in expenses and eliminate duplication of services.

But some of the stakeholders who pay for DNR's services say the agency is slow to process applications -- a side effect of the massive cuts the agency has sustained during the past eight years.

Lawson said municipalities want DNR to digitize its application process, especially for wastewater permits.

"Many other states, you just fill out a form online, hit send and it's done," Lawson said. "In Missouri, we're not even doing that."

Despite the specter of three major funds going insolvent in six months, Lawson said DNR has still not made a clear case to stakeholders about what type of fee increases would be needed to avert the impending crisis.

"They haven't identified to the stakeholders what their priorities are for this," Lawson said. "There's not any one group of stakeholders that has the ability to step up and take the lead, and that's why it's important for the department to do so."

Political notebook: Missouri's politicians provide memorable quotes

Chad Livengood News-Leader 
From heated debates over how to best use economic stimulus dollars to a politically charged scandal over bacteria levels at Lake of the Ozarks, 2009 has been a roller coaster year in Missouri politics.

Here are a few memorable quotes of the year from Missouri politicians:

"To bring about a new day in Missouri, we'll need to implement new policies. But this new day will not be possible unless there is a new tone in Jefferson City. Because for too many years, politics and partisanship have stood in the way of progress. And the people of Missouri are tired of it."

-- Gov. Jay Nixon during his inaugural address

"The difference in a program based on tax cuts and a program based on spending, that's like the difference in a program that applies the glue or a program that sniffs the glue."

-- U.S. Rep. Roy Blunt, R-Springfield, on President Obama's $787 billion economic stimulus package

"We've let the Gucci suits and the alligator shoes tell us what does and does not create jobs."

State Sen. Jason Crowell, R-Cape Girardeau, on lawmakers only taking job-creation ideas from well-paid lobbyists

"There is no reason why Republicans, Libertarians, Democrats, conservatives, liberals, atheists, Christians, pro-life or abortion advocates or vegetarians should be targeted because of certain beliefs which they hold dear."

-- Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder on the Missouri Information Analysis Center's controversial report targeting social conservatives as potential members of dangerous militias

"What this money is supposed to be about is creating jobs, starting new companies. I can't imagine a better place to do it."

-- Rep. Jay Wasson, R-Nixa, on his proposal that never materialized to spend $9 million in federal economic stimulus money building a power plant in Ava fueled by wood waste from nearby sawmills

"Over half the caucus has said, 'we've overspent, we're acting like Washington, D.C.'"

-- House Speaker Ron Richard, R-Joplin, after GOP lawmakers scrapped a $1 billion spending spree

"We have become drunk on tax credits."

-- State Sen. Brad Lager, R-Savannah

"We're going to have to swallow our pride and say, 'you know there's crap in this bill that I don't like, but we're going to have to choke it down for the good of the state.'"

-- State Sen. John Griesheimer, R-Washington, on a job-creation bill choked full of tax credits

"You bet we scored this session. The extra point may have been blocked, but we scored the touchdown."

-- Gov. Nixon on getting a jobs bill passed, but failing to deliver on his campaign promise to expand Medicaid health care coverage for the poor

"It was the smartest thing we did this year. We have to live within our means."

-- Former Rep. Dennis Wood, R-Kimberling City, on rejecting Nixon's Medicaid expansion (Nixon later appointed Wood presiding commissioner of Stone County)

"I can't support a bill that will allow the public option to become the public mandate. ... The far left is disappointed that I don't support single-payer, and the far right is just disappointed."

-- U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill at her Aug. 31 health care town hall meeting at Gillioz Theater in Springfield.

"We've got to know what they knew and when they knew it."

-- State Sen. Luann Ridgeway, R-Smithville, on investigating the Department of Natural Resources' failure to disclose dangerous levels of E. coli in Lake of the Ozarks last summer

"This lake will be cleaner when I'm done than it was when I started."

-- Gov. Nixon on cleaning up Lake of the Ozarks after this summer's E. coli spike in some coves and beaches at the lake.

"He's been a trusted aide to me, an asset to the citizens of this great state."

-- Gov. Nixon after firing longtime assistant attorney general Joe Bindbeutel for his role in withholding the E. coli report from late May.

"Because these communications failures involved members of my staff and my administration, I take responsibility for them. Breakdowns like this one are not acceptable in this administration. We will make every effort to prevent this from happening again."

-- Gov. Nixon, taking the fall for his own staff's role in the E. coli coverup.

"I was the first to tweet it."

-- Lt. Gov. Kinder on live television claiming to have broken the news on the social networking Web site Twitter about a supposed hostage situation in a downtown Jefferson City office building that never materialized

"We're going to lose a large part of our working day by not being able to work through lunch when we break from noon to 2."

-- State Rep. Jim Viebrock, R-Republic, on a proposal to ban lobbyists from buying lawmakers catered lunches during committee meetings

Term limits spark Shields speculation 

Many interested in next move
ST. JOSEPH NEWS-PRESS   by Jimmy Myers 
Sunday, December 27, 2009 

State Sen. Charlie Shields has been in state politics since 1990. Naturally, as he faces term limits, people are curious about his next move.

A rumor he’s dealt with lately is that he’s being tapped as the next commissioner of the state’s Department of Higher Education. Dr. Robert Stein, the current commissioner, announced that he’ll retire in 2010. Mr. Shields, the president pro tem of the Senate, can’t run for re-election next fall because of term limits.

“People have been putting that rumor out there,” said the Republican from St. Joseph. “I haven’t applied or interviewed.”

Speculation comes easy to some when taking into account that Lowell Kruse, the former president and CEO of Heartland Health, where Mr. Shields is employed, is the current president of the Department of Higher Education’s coordinating board. The board is in charge of finding a replacement for Dr. Stein.

Some of the speculation, Mr. Shields said, comes from his being “heavily involved in higher education” throughout his career in the House and Senate.

Mr. Shields said of where his focus is directed, “At this point, frankly, I’m looking at trying to finish my last session.”

Asked if he would consider the position, Mr. Shields didn’t rule it out.

“If there are areas that I can serve, I’ll look at those areas,” he said, “but not exclusively at (the commissioner’s) position.”

The commissioner is responsible for strategic planning, building relationships and coalitions, budget coordination and advocacy, and leadership of the department. The department says it is looking for an individual with “excellent communication, interpersonal and advocacy skills; a track record of achieving success through a collaborative approach; and a clear understanding of the challenges associated with higher education in Missouri. The individual must be politically astute and capable of managing a complex organization.”

Newer cars get break on safety check

By Ken Leiser
ST. LOUIS POST-DISPATCH

12/27/2009


Some Missouri motorists registering their cars this new year will get a reprieve from the biennial safety inspection.
A new law taking effect Jan. 1 will exempt newer vehicles — those built within the previous five years — from the inspections. The new law will result in 650,000 fewer cars having their tires, brakes, steering system, suspensions, headlights and turn signals inspected in 2010.
But that doesn't mean drivers shouldn't be on the lookout for potential mechanical defects in their cars, said Capt. Tim Hull of the Missouri Highway Patrol.
Sure, newer cars are better designed to hold up for the first 100,000 miles, Hull said. And tires last longer. 

But, Hull added, "if you have a vehicle that gets more than the normal use or gets more than normal wear, it is still a good idea to check those vital components." 

Missouri is one of 18 states to require periodic motor vehicle inspection programs, according to a Missouri Highway Patrol report published in November 2008. And Hull said the program is working.
Consider the following statistics: Nationwide, vehicle defects were a factor in one of every 79.7 vehicles involved in fatal crashes between 2005 and 2007. In Missouri, vehicle defects played a causal role in one of every 131.2 vehicles involved in fatal accidents.
"We think it's effective," Hull said of the state vehicle inspection program. "You're talking about the safety of the vehicle you're operating.
And sometimes that vehicle is zipping down the highway at 70 mph.
So even if your car is getting a pass this year under the new law, Hull said, you might do well to have your mechanic take a closer look.
Q. A large dip in the road has developed going eastbound on Highway 40 as you come off the Daniel Boone bridge in the far left lane. It seems to be getting bigger and more pronounced as time passes. I have seen several people hit it unexpectedly and swerve to the right into the next lane or to the left. Do you think you can have MoDOT fix it?
— Mike
A. Ride drove this last week and noticed the uneven pavement on the fast lane. Frankly, we've seen worse. But Andrew Gates of the Missouri Department of Transportation told us that "we'll take a look at this and see what we can do." If MoDOT engineers determine that it is a safety issue, they will fix it. 
Gates said MoDOT has customer service representatives standing by around the clock at 1-888-ASK-MODOT if motorists want to share similar concerns about the condition of local highways. 
Q. The signs that were installed banning trucks from the inside lanes of Interstate 270 made entering westbound 270 from West Florissant very difficult. The outside lanes are now packed with many more cars and trucks. I assume the problem developed at other entry points as well. Are there plans to fix that mess?
— Bob, Florissant
A. OK, we think we see the problem here. When a motorist pulls onto westbound I-270 from West Florissant Avenue, there are only three freeway lanes. With the truck restriction, that limits the large trucks to the two remaining lanes (including the merge lane). 
During times of day when truck traffic is heaviest, we have no doubt that getting onto the highway is tougher. That said, MoDOT spokesman Jack Wang tells us that the state is not aware of any special traffic problems posed by the trucks at 270 and West Florissant.
"We have seen more trucks using the center lane and other traffic using the right lane and auxiliary lane at West Florissant," Wang told us in an e-mail. "MoDOT does not believe the truck restriction from the inside lane has resulted in more problems at I-270 and West Florissant."
Wang said the Legislature required MoDOT to restrict large trucks from the inside lane on interstates in urban areas.
His advice: During times of heavy traffic, motorists on the highway should be courteous to those entering the highway. Those pulling onto the highway should use the acceleration lane to get up to freeway speed before merging.
Q. I have been seeing quite a lot of motorists turning left on red lights downtown. I learned that, in Illinois, it is legal to turn left on a red light after stopping when on a one-way street and turning onto another one way street. I have been unable to find a similar provision in Missouri law. Even a policeman on the street downtown did not know if the practice is legal. Would you please look into this? 
— Steve Fuller
A. You are not the first reader to spot this difference between Missouri and Illinois law. Missouri traffic laws allow only right turns on red lights when it is safe to do so.

The First Lady looks back on the year 
KRCG-TV  By Kermit Miller
Friday, December 25, 2009 at 10:41 a.m. 
JEFFERSON CITY, MO. -- Gov. Jay Nixon and his family are spending Christmas at the home of the governor's sister.

It's the Nixon’s first Christmas as the state's first family and it wraps up their first year in that role.

Christmas at the Missouri Governor's mansion is a festive and very public affair.

Georganne Nixon is unique among Missouri first ladies, having grown up in Jefferson City.

"I embrace ever day and the opportunity we find every day,” Georganne Nixon said.

Mrs. Nixon has involved herself in a number of projects and causes. The daughter of educators, she believes in a continuing mission to teach others.

"In these uncertain economic times, growing food close to home just makes sense,” Georganne Nixon said.

The Nixons have raised two sons, and Georganne Nixon has a deep sense of family.

"I think as we keep our focus there and enjoy the love of friends and family, it'll be a wonderful Christmas,” Georganne Nixon said. “Reaching out, doing for others, is the best gift we can give one another.”

As first lady, Mrs. Nixon has watched her husband struggle with the challenges of a tanking economy and record unemployment. She's also seen him fight through a busy schedule after injuring himself in a pick-up basketball game. Through it all, she says his optimism is an inspiration.

"He's a 'glass half full' sort of person, and I think that's really worked well for him,” Georganne Nixon said. “I'm not worried about him. I'm happy that he's able to reach his potential here. I think this is a good job for him.”

Supreme Court decision puts limit on caseloads 

Temporary reprieve for state’s overworked public defenders
ST. JOSEPH NEWS-PRESS    by R.J. Cooper 
Saturday, December 26, 2009 

A recent Missouri Supreme Court decision offered a temporary reprieve for the state’s overworked public defenders.

But a permanent solution to the caseload overwhelming public defenders, who represent the state’s indigent defendants facing possible prison time, will have to come from the public and the Legislature.

The St. Joseph office currently has eight attorneys to handle 597 open cases. Three of those defenders are working on more than 100 cases each. The Maryville office, which serves Nodaway, Andrew, Holt, Atchison, Worth and Gentry counties in addition to some cases in Buchanan, has two defenders each handling more than 100 cases, as well.

Sue Rinne, the director of the St. Joseph office, compared the situation to the proverbial frog in the pot of water. The caseloads steadily have increased in the past two decades, but since the spike wasn’t dramatic in the short term, the problem hasn’t received the attention it warrants.

During the 1990s, Missouri’s population grew 9.3 percent, while the prison population increased 183 percent. The state alone funds the public defenders, while prosecuting attorneys receive funding from state and local government.

It reached the point that last fiscal year the state’s Public Defender Commission calculated its attorneys spent an average of 7.7 hours on each case.

“Most people who are doing this job are doing it because they want to be able to help our clients,” said Michelle Davidson, the director of the Maryville office. “When you have so many cases, it’s hard to get the time to help anybody.”

Ms. Rinne said she believes when a case goes to trial, her attorneys do their due diligence. But it’s the cases where the client wants to plead guilty that she worries public defenders might not fully explore every defense.

“Are there times when more investigation should’ve been done? My guess is absolutely,” she said.

In an attempt to gain a small measure of relief, the Boone County office refused representation to people who received a suspended execution of sentence and were up for probation violation hearings. The St. Francois County office turned down an applicant who previously hired a private defender but the judge ruled was indigent.

The Supreme Court ruled against both offices but offered a measure of support, deciding that public defender offices that exceeded their capacity could stop taking any cases until the caseload declined again. Before an office can refuse cases, the commission has to rule that it exceeded its capacity, and then the public defenders should informally meet with judges and prosecutors to see if they can find a solution. If no solution is reached, then the Supreme Court’s ruling allows the public defender office to close its doors.

“It’s not a solution. It is a safety valve for our lawyers,” said Cathy Kelly, the deputy director for the state’s public defender office.

Prior to the ruling, public defender offices essentially couldn’t turn away anyone determined to be indigent but also could face repercussions, even losing their license, from the Missouri Bar Association if they didn’t fulfill their responsibilities with each client.

To Ms. Kelly, the solution is simple: either more lawyers or fewer cases. She estimated the state would need 176 additional lawyers in the trial division and another 121 at the appellate level to meet the current demand. She said that 47 percent of Missouri’s inmates are non-violent offenders and taking 1,000 of them out of the prison system could save the state $16 million.

“There is a solution out there, but it’s going to take a real different paradigm,” Ms. Kelly said.

But that’s an issue the Legislature will need to tackle in the near future. For now, local offices, which had been waiting for the Supreme Court’s ruling before deciding how to handle their ever-increasing caseloads, just have to cope. The St. Joseph and Maryville offices know that at the very least, there is a limit to the caseload — even if that means delays for the entire system.

Still, Ms. Rinne remains optimistic. The state awarded her office another attorney last month, easing the burden, and she believes a long-term solution is tenable

“Call me a naive optimist,” Ms. Rinne said, “but I guess I think that in general, the citizens of Missouri have enough respect for the Constitution and for individual rights that they’ll understand why this is a problem and why more resources are needed.”

Group raises foster care, adoption awareness

Resources, support offered by Cherish Kids in Nixa.

Ada Snavely  For the News-Leader 
Nixa -- In the past year, a local organization in Christian County has formed to offer resources and support for families investigating foster care and adoption.

Cherish Kids was founded to raise awareness about the needs of displaced children on a local, national and global level, said Debbie Lindell, executive director of Cherish Kids.

"That is God's heart -- to help the child, to help the homeless, to help the hurting. It is our heart's desire to do whatever we can to get that message out ... that this is a huge need," Lindell said.

Cherish Kids provides information about foster care, adoption and sponsoring children as well as connects people with organizations and programs, such as the state's Children's Division and Court Appointed Special Advocates.

Though it does not provide direct training for foster care or adoption, Cherish Kids offers support classes and operates as a host site for foster parent training, Lindell said.

Also, Cherish Kids hosts expos where organizations -- such as Mission of Mercy, CASA, Lutheran Family, Children's Services and Missouri Baptist Children's Home -- present information and answer questions regarding helping displaced, impoverished or abused children.

Great need
There are misconceptions about being a foster parent that may lead couples to assume it's not for them.

According to Angie Swarnes, field support manager in the Children's Division of Social Services for southwest Missouri, a potential foster parent doesn't have to be married or own his or her own home.

As of August, 119 children with an average age of 11 were in foster care in Christian County.

"The Children's Division is always in need of safe, loving homes for foster/adoptive children and is grateful for every family that opens their hearts and homes to provide safe, nurturing care to children," said Arleasha Mays, assistant communications director of the Missouri Department of Social Services.

On average, children remain in alternative care, including foster care, for more than 27 months. There are 2,856 licensed foster homes and another 2,760 licensed relative homes in Missouri.

There is a great need for licensed foster parents to care for older children and teenagers, Swarnes said.

"People tend to shy away from fostering or adopting teenagers, but these youth are pretty amazing, and I wish people could see that," she said.

Substitute Parenting
Foster parenting is a big job, but the Children's Division does what it can to provide support through a monthly stipend.

Other assistance comes through Medicaid, which covers medical care for the children, a clothing stipend as well as mileage reimbursement for foster care appointments.

A foster parent acts as a temporary substitute parent, a role that includes everyday activities.

"Everything you do as a parent for your own children, you would do as a foster parent, including attending the child's sporting events and taking the child to birthday parties," she said.

In addition to acting as substitute parent, the foster parent takes on the responsibilities of becoming a licensed member of a family support team that meets every 30 days for six months to communicate and evaluate all the needs of the child, including educational, social, medical and emotional needs.

Foster parents work with the Children's Division, the court and the biological parents to develop a plan of permanency for the child.

Swarnes said working with foster parents and her staff is a "daily reminder that compassion still exists."

"I get to see the heroes, the ones who step in an emergency situation, modify their own life schedules to put the needs of a child first," she said.

Missouri senators split on bill

McCaskill votes for health care plan, Bond votes against it.

The Associated Press 
Jefferson City -- Missouri's senators split over legislation overhauling the nation's health insurance system -- as have the state's two leading Senate candidates.

Democratic Sen. Claire McCaskill voted for the health care bill Thursday, while Republican Sen. Kit Bond voted against it. The legislation, which passed the Senate on a 60-39 party-line vote, must be reconciled with a House version before it can be sent to President Barack Obama.

McCaskill said the bill is not perfect but will "vastly improve the current realities of health care in our country" by stabilizing health care costs, making insurance more affordable and available to most Americans and by reducing the deficit over 20 years.

Bond countered that the bill fails to lower costs or improve the quality of health care. Also, it was "chock full of political payoffs" to Democratic senators so the party could secure the 60 votes needed to stop a Republican filibuster, he said.

Bond is retiring from the Senate after next year, and the two leading candidates to replace him in the 2010 election are Republican Rep. Roy Blunt and Democratic Secretary of State Robin Carnahan.

Carnahan said she would have voted for the bill; Blunt said he would have voted against it.

Blunt denounced the bill for imposing new taxes, cutting Medicare for seniors and requiring cash-strapped states to expand their Medicaid programs to provide health care for more low-income residents. He said the legislation would lead to higher health insurance premiums in "a new system that will move inevitably into rationing and ever deeper control by a huge new government bureaucracy."

Carnahan said even more needs to be done to create competition for health insurance and keep costs down. But, she said, the legislation will provide insurance coverage to people who are now uninsured and "stop insurance companies from denying people insurance due to preexisting conditions."

Thursday, December 24, 2009

Carnahan: Legislation Takes "Important Steps" 

Democratic candidate for U.S. Senate Robin Carnahan continued to carefully craft her public position on federal healthcare legislation Thursday, saying the Senate bill "takes important steps" without wholeheartedly backing the entirety of the complex measure.

The Senate approved the measure early Thursday, 60-39, free of Republican votes. It sets the stage for a complicated conference committee negotiation, where House and Senate Democrats will attempt to push for final passage before President Obama's State of the Union address on February 2nd.

"While more needs to be done to get tough on insurance companies by creating more competition to drive down costs for all consumers, this legislation takes important steps to stop insurance companies from denying people insurance due to preexisting conditions, and to insure nearly 800,000 more Missourians," Carnahan said in a statement.

While Democrats from the president on down billed the vote as "historic," Republicans, like Congressman Roy Blunt framed it as a catastrophic mistake clouded by "political payoffs."

"It takes huge cuts out of Medicare for seniors, to spend on new programs that don't help seniors. Families will pay higher premiums for a new system that will move inevitably into rationing and ever deeper control by a huge new government bureaucracy. State budgets in Missouri and across the nation will be slammed with unfunded mandates from Washington, threatening funding for schools, public safety, and other vital purposes," Blunt said in a statement.

Blunt also made clear that Carnahan would have been among the Democrats voting "yes" if she held Sen. Kit Bond's seat. 

The Missouri Republican Party used the season to land their charge: "On Christmas Eve, Robin Carnahan delivered a lump of coal to Missouri's families, businesses, and seniors when she declared what we already knew to be true: that she would have voted for the Democrats' reckless and expensive government-takeover of health care," said MoGOP executive director Lloyd Smith.

While conventional wisdom might permit the assumption that Carnahan would have been a "yes" vote, the Secretary of State has steered clear of taking a unequivocal position on the ever-changing legislation.

In early November, Carnahan said she was both "excited and concerned" about the legislation. What's unclear is where Carnahan stands on some of the most contentious differences between the House and Senate bills -- like the necessity of a public option, the level of abortion restrictions and who to tax to pay for the massive expansion of coverage.

A recent Rasmussen Reports survey showed Missouri voters opposed to Congressional healthcare legislation by a 57% to 40% margin. Carnahan lead Blunt overwhelmingly among those who favor the plan and held a surprising edge among those "somewhat opposed."

In her statement, for the first time, Carnahan also directly took a shot at Blunt's alternative plan, which focused on reigning in frivolous lawsuits and associated health plans through larger "risk pools."

"The alternative offered by Congressman Blunt, not only would increase premiums and push more Missourians onto the rolls of the uninsured but it also would let insurance companies continue their worst abuses like denying Missourians the care they need for the sake of profits. That is completely unacceptable," Carnahan said.

Meanwhile, one of the candidates aiming to replace Blunt mirrored some of the same language of the 7th District Congressman to lambaste passage. 

"States like Missouri will see their budgets wrecked with more unfunded mandates from Washington, taking away from other essential services like education," said Mt. Vernon State Sen. Jack Goodman.
Goodman also pledged to work to overturn the legislation if elected, something former House Speaker Newt Gingrich already predicted would become a major campaign theme for Republicans in 2010.

The early-morning Christmas Eve vote allowed lawmakers to get home for the holiday. CNN showed video of Sen. Claire McCaskill, who voted yes, bolting through the parking lot as soon as the job was done. 

Washington's WJLA reported that Sen. Bond, who voted no, also raced to the airport for a flight back to Kansas City.

"There's a blizzard due at 6 p.m. We're due to land at 3:30 p.m. Close counts in horseshoes, but I'm not sure about landing airplanes," Bond said.

Posted by David Catanese KY3-TV
Will bill hurt small businesses?

LEBANON DAILY RECORD   Ken York 

Dec 24, 2009

The health care reform package spells doom for small businesses, according to Republican Sen. Kit Bond.
The health care reform package is just what the doctor ordered for small businesses, according to Democratic Sen. Claire McCaskill.
Not surprisingly, the two U.S. senators from Missouri disagree on the legislation which passed a full Senate vote early today.
Bond blasted nearly every aspect of the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act on the floor of the Senate Wednesday in a last-ditch, futile attempt to derail the bill.
“There’s nothing funny about this health care folly,” Bond told his fellow senators. “Americans faced with rising premiums asked for bipartisan reform to make health care costs affordable. But the Democrats’ bill fails to give the American people what they want.”
The bulk of Bond’s remarks focused on what he predicts will be the devastating effects of the bill on small businesses.
“It doesn’t take a rocket scientist – or an economist – to figure out that the multiple penalties small businesses will pay for full-time workers will result in these companies forcing workers from full-time to part-time and discourage new hiring,” Bond said.
A Nov. 18 letter from Congressional Budget Office Director Douglas W. Elmendorf to Senate Majority Leader Sen. Harry Reid explained the penalties. Under the PPACA, $28 billion in penalties would come from businesses with more than 50 employees that do not offer health insurance only if those employees buy insurance from a government-hosted insurance exchange and receive federal subsidies.
Those businesses would be penalized $750 per employee per year, Elmendorf wrote.
Businesses that offer health insurance would not be affected unless the amount of the premiums paid by the employee exceeded a percentage of the employee’s income, Elmendorf wrote. In 2014, the percentage would be 9.8 percent.
“For small businesses, who employ a large number of the uninsured, this bill does nothing to help make insurance more affordable or accessible,” Bond said. 
McCaskill’s spokeswoman said Wednesday that the bill’s provisions will make it a lot easier for small businesses to offer coverage, not harder.
“One of the issues we’ve seen with our current health care system is that it is so difficult for small businesses to be able to afford that,” said Maria Speiser, McCaskill’s press secretary, in an interview with The Daily Record.
“One of the things this health care reform bill does is create tax credits that would help small businesses pay for employees’ health insurance plans. Essentially, this tax credit would be worth up to 35 percent of the employer’s contribution to the employee’s health insurance plan,” Speiser said. “That would take a big chunk of the burden off the small business owner ...”
Bond called the tax credits a gimmick. “The hitch is that small businesses will only receive the full tax credit if they have less than 10 employees. If they hire an 11th employee, the tax credit is reduced. At 25 employees, the tax credit is no longer available,” he said. “In addition a small business can only get the full credit if they pay their employees on average $25,000 a year or less.”
The $40 billion in tax credits will more than offset the $28 billion in penalties, Speiser said.
“I think most employers would like to be able to afford to provide health insurance for their employees. ... The idea behind this is that if we make it a little easier for small businesses to afford that, then that will give them that incentive to go ahead and provide that coverage, and everyone is better off in the end,” she said.
The tax credits, couple with the ability of small businesses to “pool” their insurance purchases in a government-hosted insurance exchange, thereby spreading the risks and lowering costs, will make offering insurance for employees much easier, she said.
“As all of this has played out, Claire’s been very concerned about small businesses because as we know, that’s where so many jobs are created in our economy,” said Speiser. “We need to make things easier for those small businesses, not harder.
“ ... This bill, in the end, is going to ensure that 93 percent of the population has some sort of health insurance coverage,” Speiser said. “It’s going to lower premium costs for 94 percent of Americans.
“So overall, this is really going to make the system more affordable, more sustainable, and in the end, that’s going to help us address our national deficit,” she said.
In his remarks on the Senate floor, Bond reiterated that Americans want health care reform — but they don’t want this bill.
“If the majority were to bring up a bill that made health insurance more affordable for small business owners to purchase for their employees, that eliminated frivolous lawsuits, that emphasized wellness and prevention programs, they could go a long way to solving the problems of the uninsured and underinsured,” Bond said. “And they could probably get 80 or 90 votes. A truly bipartisan vote.
“Instead, what they really want is to take over health care, at a tremendous cost to individuals, families and businesses, and to make more people dependent on the federal government.
“That’s not a Christmas present I want. And neither do the American people,” he said.

Area opinions mixed on Senate health care bill

December 24, 2009 08:53 pm

JOPLIN GLOBE— By Roger McKinney

Local health care officials and area U.S. senators and party officials offered mixed reviews of the health care reform bill passed Thursday by the U.S. Senate.
“This was a golden opportunity for a bipartisan discussion on public health policy, and I don’t think that happened,” said Gary Duncan, president and chief executive officer of Freeman Health System. “And that’s a shame.”
Another perspective comes from Dr. John M. Cox, a Freeman cardiologist.
“This is a good step in the right direction,” Cox said.
Moral issue
Cox said he considers health care reform a moral issue. He made his comments Wednesday, anticipating Senate passage on Thursday.
“I have for a long time felt that we needed reform of the health insurance industry,” Cox said. “It has gotten by with far too many abuses.”
Cox said many of his patients who have jobs and health insurance cry foul when they realize their coverage is inadequate to cover costs.
He said the bill has the backing of the American Medical Association.
“The provisions in this bill will accomplish many of the goals we need for reform,” Cox said. He said those include that no one can be refused insurance because of a pre-existing condition.
“Exactly how the uninsured will be taken care of is still a work in progress,” Cox said. “If all we do is throw money at the insurance companies, it’s not something I will be in favor of.”
Cox said opponents of President Barack Obama have seen health care reform as an opportunity to try to give the president a “black eye.”
“There has been far too much in the way of misinformation and inflammatory statements for political gain,” Cox said.
Squandered opportunity
Duncan has a different opinion.
“I think we’ve missed the mark on establishing a new health care policy,” he said. “We’ve nibbled around the edges.”
He said a positive aspect is that the legislation would allow for the uninsured to get insurance through so-called insurance exchanges in states or regions.
Duncan said the bill would place many more people on Medicaid, and he said Missouri doesn’t have the money to pay for it. Medicaid also pays hospitals and doctors below their costs.
He said he doesn’t think the bill would do anything to rein in insurance costs. He said that if everyone must be covered, insurance companies can’t rate their risk.
“It’s a whole list of insurance regulations that are bound to drive the cost of insurance,” Duncan said. “It’s going to result in a significant rise in premiums.”
The House bill includes a so-called public option, or government plan, while the Senate bill doesn’t.
“I don’t have a strong opinion on that as long as there is a reasonable mechanism by which the uninsured can get insurance,” Cox said. “As it stands now, the insurance companies have a virtual monopoly.”
Said Duncan: “From a provider standpoint, a public option would get everyone insured. The question is: How would it be financed?” 
He said that question hasn’t been answered, which is why he thinks the Senate and the general public don’t support a public option.
Duncan said blame for the situation rests with both political parties and the polarized political landscape.
“They squandered an opportunity, both of them,” Duncan said.
Scott Watson, vice president for government affairs at St. John’s Regional Medical Center, said in an e-mailed statement to the Globe that he is waiting to see what emerges from the conference committee.
“At that point, we will have a clearer picture of how the legislation may affect hospitals and physicians,” Watson said. “It’s still too early to completely know the effect this will have on health care.”
Partisan differences
Local political officials had differing opinions, based on their party affiliations.
Nick Myers, chairman of the Newton County Republican Party, said that in order to get all the Democratic senators on board, the bill was changed to provide money to the states of the Democratic holdouts.
“I’m sure we’ll be finding out in the weeks and months to come what the consequences of this bill are,” Myers said.
Jim Hight, president of the Newton County Democratic Club and treasurer of the county party’s central committee, said he favors the House bill over the Senate bill because the House bill includes the public option.
“I’m hoping in the conference committee they’ll be able to make it a lot better” and include the public option, Hight said.
Hight also said the Senate bill seems like a giveaway to the big insurance companies.
He said the bill must be good, however, because there is so much Republican opposition.
U.S. Sen. Christopher “Kit” Bond, R-Mo., said in a statement that Missouri taxpayers shouldn’t have to subsidize the purchase of Senate votes.
“Missourians deserve a real plan that lowers costs and improves the quality of health care, and the Democrats’ government-run plan fails to achieve those goals,” Bond said in the statement.
U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill, D-Mo., said in a statement that the bill isn’t perfect, but it achieves goals of stabilizing health care costs and covering the uninsured.
“Over time, it will vastly improve the current realities of health care in our country, a system where sick people are unable to get coverage and those with coverage face huge increases in cost every year while they fight their insurance companies for fair treatment,” McCaskill said.
House vote
The health care reform bill in the U.S. House passed last month by a vote to 220 to 215. 

Mother of slain children seeks changes to state laws, procedures

By MARK MORRIS
The Kansas City Star 

A mother whose two children were killed in 2004 after her estranged husband kidnapped them proposed changes to state laws and procedures Wednesday that would better protect children.

Surrounded by law enforcement authorities and legislators at a morning press conference, Tina Porter asked for an appeals procedure for denied Amber Alert requests and more complete record-keeping on protection orders in police databases.

Porter said that if those changes had been in place five years ago, authorities may have moved more quickly on the disappearance of her children.

“We have a very short window of finding (missing children) and finding them alive,” Porter said.

In June 2004, Porter’s husband, Dan Porter, picked up her children — Sam and Lindsey, ages 7 and 8 — for a weekend visit. He soon killed them, but for more than three years refused to tell authorities what happened to them.

Dan Porter confessed in 2007 and is now serving a life sentence.

Legislation to make the proposed changes is being drafted.

Rep. Jason Kander, a Kansas City Democrat, said the changes would establish an appeals procedure for parents whose request for an Amber Alert has been denied by a local authority.

Currently, if a local law enforcement agency, such as a police department, denies an Amber Alert, the parent has no procedure for asking other agencies, such as a sheriff’s department or the Missouri Highway Patrol, to reconsider.

“This puts into place an appeals procedure so more people get their eyes on it,” said Jackson County Prosecutor Jim Kanatzar.

Another change would require the courts to enter details of temporary and full orders of protection into state law enforcement databases so police can ask about the welfare of children when they encounter a parent.

Jackson County Sheriff Mike Sharp said that when officers now call up a name from the databases, they learn only that an order of protection has been entered. Under the proposed changes, the officer would have details about the children and custodial and visitation arrangements.

If a parent cannot account for a child during the interview, and if the officer has reason to believe a child is in danger, authorities could hold the parent for up to 20 hours until the child is found.

Sharp acknowledged that the procedure could be time-consuming for officers.

“But when it comes to the welfare of the child, we have all day,” Sharp said.

Text message for drivers: Quit

Police favor wider ban for motorists.

COLUMBIA DAILY TRIBUNE    By Janese Heavin
Thursday, December 24, 2009
Making it illegal for everybody — not just young drivers — to send text messages while driving wouldn’t only improve safety on Missouri roads, it also would help police officers enforce the current law, Columbia police spokeswoman Jessie Haden said.

“It would certainly send a message about how dangerous it can be,” she said. “On one hand, I understand the age thing. Young drivers have so much to take in. They have so many distractions, and they don’t have a lot of experience. From the other perspective, it’s not safe to text and drive if you’re 45, either.”

The law that took effect Aug. 28 makes it illegal in Missouri for drivers 21 and younger to type and send messages via cell phone for non-emergency purposes. That age limit means officers have to make a judgment call when they see young-looking motorists typing text messages.

In one instance, Haden said, a Columbia officer pulled over a woman for texting only to discover she was 23 and, therefore, could legally do so.

Several lawmakers are proposing legislation this coming session that would expand the law to ban all drivers from texting, regardless of age.

State Rep. Don Wells, R-Cabool, who runs a defensive driving school in his hometown, is sponsoring one of the bills and told The Associated Press earlier this month the current restriction is ridiculous.

“That’s like saying, ‘You can kill yourself if you’re over 21,’ ” Wells said.

Still, expanding the law wouldn’t eliminate all enforcement obstacles, Haden said. In some cases, drivers have simply said they were dialing someone or fidgeting with their cell phones for non-texting purposes, she said.

“They may not be honest with us, so there’s no real way to tell,” she said. 

Although officers could technically ask to see a cell phone to check recent activity, Haden said most police officers wouldn’t do that in cases of minor traffic infringements.

“You have to look at policing with common sense,” she said. 

The state traffic ticket for texting behind the wheel comes with a $200 fine, but it’s unclear how many tickets have actually been issued.

The Columbia Police Department hasn’t been keeping records on how many tickets they’ve issued specifically for texting while driving. A search of state traffic tickets issued this month in Boone County showed no citation for that offense. However, that electronic database would not necessarily show names of juvenile offenders, a Missouri courts spokeswoman said. 

New law gives reprieve on car inspections

COLUMBIA DAILY TRIBUNE   By Jonathon Braden
Thursday, December 24, 2009
The state of Missouri is trusting more people to take care of their cars in 2010.

Starting Jan. 1, vehicles will not have to be inspected until five years after the year of manufacture.

For example, if you bought a car made in 2009, you won’t have to get the car inspected until 2014. The Department of Revenue estimates about 650,000 vehicles will be exempt from inspections next year as a result of the new law.

The current law mandate that new cars are exempt for only two years. It also says vehicle owners need proof of inspection when license plates were renewed — every one or two years.

“From our end,” said Ted Farnen, spokesman for the Missouri Department of Revenue, “it will mean one less document that people will have to bring when they renew their license plates.”

Gov. Jay Nixon signed House Bill 683, an umbrella transportation bill, on July 1.

Inspections cost about $12 for cars and trucks and $10 for motorcycles. An inspection was needed within 60 days of applying for a title or renewal of license plates.

Mike Lenz is the owner of Mike’s Auto Repair on Range Line Street. Lenz said he thinks the new inspection law will affect cars differently.

“I think the cheaper vehicles, it’s going to cause some problems,” Lenz said. “The higher-line vehicles, they normally hold up.”

Lenz was worried about used vehicles no longer needing an inspection to be sold if the model is from the past five years. “The inspection used to be what kept the junkers off the road,” he said.

Donny Merritt, a mechanic at Brammer’s Auto Repair on North Boulevard, suggested the state not require inspections at all because of inconsistent enforcement from auto shops.

“It’s just another way the state can gouge money off it,” he said.

Jesca Byndom, standing in line at the license office on Vandiver Drive, said she owns vehicles made in 1994 and 1999, so she won’t benefit from the new law. 

“It’d be nice if it was for all vehicles, but it makes sense.” Byndom, 31, said.

Sean Xu, 36, also waiting at the license office, bought a 2008 Toyota Corolla two years ago. “I think it’s fine for me,” he said of the new law. He said he will care for his car the same even though it doesn’t need to be inspected again until 2013. “I pay attention to my car,” he said.

Farnen encouraged people to follow similar advice. “If you think there’s a problem with your car,” Farnen said, “you should obviously have it taken in and have it looked at by somebody who knows a lot about that vehicle.” 

The new law does not apply to safety inspections for interstate commercial vehicles or school buses.

No. 2 - Chiefs’ summer camp coming to town 


ST. JOSEPH NEWS-PRESS    Sunday, December 27, 2009 

St. Joseph residents heading to the Kansas City Chiefs’ training camp likely traveled right past Missouri Western in recent years, cruising east on U.S. Highway 36 toward River Falls, Wis.

But a steady reminder to stop continues to rise on the edge of the Western campus.

It took six months of public wrangling and countless more hours behind the scenes, but 2009 is the year St. Joseph finally landed the Chiefs’ training camp. Workers are on schedule to finish the crown jewel of the project — the $7.2 million indoor practice facility — by July 1 of next year, and the Chiefs will come to town the month after that for their three-week camp.

Just last week, construction crews completed the first layer of the roof on the indoor arena and expect to have the building completely enclosed by the middle of next month. Their speedy progress quickly altered the landscape on the corner of campus overlooking Interstate 29. Initially, Western planned to build the facility behind the end zone of Spratt Stadium, but for economic and environmental reasons, officials opted to move it up the hill.

The added benefit is the visible announcement of what St. Joseph can look forward to at the end of the next five summers.

“It’s an extra bonus with how well it’s seen from the highway, and it’s an eye-catcher on campus,” Western athletic director Dave Williams said.

State Sen. Charlie Shields, R-St. Joseph, spearheaded the effort to bring the training camp here. But he first needed the Missouri Development and Finance Board to approve $25 million in tax credits for the Chiefs, who in turn donated $8.45 million for the project. Missouri Western, the city of St. Joseph, Buchanan County, private donations and fundraising is expected to cover the rest of the $13.7 million price tag for the camp.

The Chiefs must stage their camp at Western for five years and in Missouri for the next 10 as part of the agreement.

In an economic impact study last year, Development Strategies of St. Louis estimated the investment in St. Joseph would have a state economic impact multiplier of $31 million. It also could generate up to 280 jobs and $470,000 in state tax revenue during construction.

 BLOG ZONE… 
Steve Kraske Unwrapped

Clearing the decks following a pretty decent 12 months of news for a non-election year: I’m tempted to offer up a slate of 2010 predictions to once again show off The Great Kraskini’s legendary prescience. But the macro political trends — the state of the economy, the state of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan — are simply too uncertain, too difficult to forecast. And those trends may well dictate the winners and losers of 2010.The toughest Mo-Kan race to handicap? Carnahan-Blunt for U.S. Senate. 
Lots of questions in this one that only begin with these:

Can Robin Carnahan demonstrate competence on all the big, meaty issues? Can Roy Blunt shake his image as the ultimate D.C. insider? Oh, the race is clearly engaged now. Carnahan will be expected to respond to most of the hot issues of the day. Much to Blunt’s

chagrin, last year was arguably too soon for full frontal warfare. Voters simply weren’t tuned in. That will change with the new year — and it should. 

The most intriguing potential candidate of 2010? That would be former Wyandotte County CEO Carol Marinovich, who has signaled that she’s considering the 3rd District congressional seat being vacated by six-term Democrat Dennis Moore. Marinovich is a rare KCK Democrat who offers cross-over appeal into Johnson County given her success at sparking western Wyandotte County into an economic powerhouse.

But based on what she’s told me in the past, I didn’t think she had the fire to run again. That’s the question she’s surely asking herself this holiday season. 

Who’s the heat on at year’s end? Try Nick Jordan, the early front-runner for the GOP nod in the 3rd District congressional race. Jordan could put this race away with a blockbuster fourth-quarter fund-raising blitz. One benchmark: Missouri state Sen. Bill Stouffer, a Napton Republican, raised $200K in just a few weeks this September as he launched his own bid for Congress. Jordan has an advantage: He’s been down this road before as he was the 3rd District’s 2008 GOP nominee. Mo-Kan newsmaker of the year? For me, that’s an easy one.

Kansas City school Superintendent John Covington is off to a solid start that includes developing a level of grass-roots support and interest in remaking the district. But now comes the hard part as he begins the arduous process of trimming hundreds of jobs from the district payroll. The new year will show us whether city leaders and Covington’s own board stand by him when the critics begin sniping. This, folks, is make-or-break time for this district. 

We should also know early in the new year whether the Missouri GOP is going to pursue “E-coli-gate” or let it slide. The caper refers to the Nixon administration’s mishandling of reports concerning high bacteria levels last summer at Lake of the Ozarks. Despite the heavy potential political implications, including words like “coverup” and “misleading the public,” the story has begun to fade I get how Congress and the Missouri General Assembly, for that matter, devolved into the intensely partisan institutions that they’ve become. But what I keep wondering is: Can they get out of it?

Couldn’t help but noticing that a certain Republican named Matt Blunt still has $353,968 in his campaign war chest and that he’s not giving much of it away. Adding to the intrigue is the blunt (pardon the pun) pronouncements from those close to the former Missouri governor that he just might run for the office again someday. Can’t figure out why Kansas Democrats don’t put up a worthy contender for secretary of state next year, especially in the event that former state GOP chair 

Kris Kobach wins the Republican primary. Kobach’s track record as an outspoken conservative on issues such as immigration made him unacceptable to 3rd District voters when he ran for Congress in 2004.Some from his own party wonder whether he’s learned how to soften his edges since then. On the 2010 to-do list for Missouri Republicans: Figure out which leading Republican — former Sen. Jim Talent or former state GOP chair and Ambassador Ann Wagner will run for the U.S. Senate in 2012 against Democratic incumbent Claire McCaskill. Talent is all over the place these days re-inserting himself into the political mix. Wagner is chair of the Roy Blunt for Senate Committee. 

Happy, happy new year.

Submitted by Bill Dalton KC STAR PRIME BUZZ BLOG
Missourinet

Dispelling the myth of the suicide-holidays link

by Steve Walsh on December 27, 2009

It is a common belief that stress and other challenges associated with the holidays bring an increase in suicides and suicide attempts. But that is not really the case. Scott Perkins, Project Director with the Missouri Suicide Prevention Project at the State Department of Mental Health, says it’s a myth.

“There’s a bit of a myth regarding the holidays and suicide,” said Perkins in an interview with the Missourinet. “It turns out, actually, that December usually has the lowest number of completed suicides of any month in most years.”

The worst time of the year for suicide is actually when the weather is much warmer and the holidays are far off.

“In 2006, actually the national data just was released a few months back, and it does show December being the lowest with late spring and early summer the higher months,” said Perkins.

Why, then, is there a widely held belief that there is a link between suicide and the holidays?

“It could be ‘It’s a Wonderful Life’ gets shown every year around the holidays … if that kind of helps perpetuate the myth,” said Perkins.

The fact is there are many opportunities for those who are stressed or depressed to mingle with other people and to talk – and that’s a positive thing.

“That’s definitely a protective factor – having people around and people to talk to,” said Perkins.

Perkins’ advice to anyone who has concerns about an individual being alone is to try to involve that person in activities with others.

Health Department says H1N1 shows quick response

by Bob Priddy on December 28, 2009

Federal and state health officials have taken some criticism for the length of time it has taken to get fulll suppllies of the H1N1 flu vaccine nationally distributed.

The criticism runs this way: If it takes this long to get flu vaccine in circulation, how long will it take health officials to respond to a biological attack or some other terrorist action that affects public health?

State Health Director Margaret Donnelly says the criticism is not entirely fair. She says the distribution of vaccine might not have been as fast as hoped. But she says the production of the vaccine has far exceeded all standards.

She says disaster response plans are in place with doctors and nurses and other volunteers are prepared to answer emergencies. .

Donnelly says the agency is always looking for ways to decreae response times in case of a biolological attack. She says she feels good about the coantinuing practice runs the state does with its federal partners and its continued upgrading of surveillance.

But Donnelly says there might be a weak link—local public health agencies that are financially struggling to afford doing some of their work for the department.

Speaker won’t apologize for aggressive House attitude

by Brent Martin on December 27, 2009

House Speaker Ron Richard won’t apologize for the aggressive attitude the House brings to legislation.

House leadership pushed hard for economic development last session, sending a bill early on to the Senate where it languished until the end of the session when it finally won passage. The House blocked attempts to expand health care for children, a tense stand-off during budget negotiations that nearly derailed approval of the $23 billion state budget. House leadership kept a bill that would have required insurance companies pay for autism treatments from reaching the floor for debate, a move that prompted Gov. Nixon to issue a rare, public criticism of lawmakers.

House Speaker Ron Richard, a Republican from Joplin, says the House has to be aggressive.

“The House is pretty dynamic and creative about what it wants to do, its vision for Missouri,” says Richard. “We always have a bill on all these topics that’s pretty aggressive, understanding that it’s going to be trimmed on the other side of the building (Senate) or going to be adjusted.”

A tight state budget will impact the legislative session. The governor has already cut more than $600 million from the current budget. Sagging state revenue will virtually guarantee that any suggestions for new spending will get nowhere.

Then, there is the year itself. 2010 is an election year. Will that make a difference?

“Absolutely, it always does,” Richard responds.

Why?

“There’s going to be people (who are) probably going to be concerned about voting for the (House) Journal, let alone anything else,” Richard says with a chuckle. “An election year is always an opportunity for people to be nervous about their votes.”

Richard says lawmakers will have plenty of time to make the right decision with their votes.

State trooper killed in Christmas Day accident

by Steve Walsh on December 26, 2009

Members of the Missouri State Highway Patrol are mourning the loss of a trooper who was killed in a weather-related accident near Eureka. Corporal Dennis Engelhard was investigating a minor accident on Interstate 44 when the driver of an SUV lost control of his vehicle and hit the officer.

It happened Christmas morning. The Highway Patrol says that while there was not a lot of snow on the roads there were icy patches that caused numerous crashes.

The death of Corporal Engehlard prompted the release of a statement from Governor Jay Nixon, who says his thoughts and prayers go out to Engelhard’s family. He has further asked all Missourians to remember Corporal Engelhard and his family in their prayers throughout the holiday season. Engelhard, a 10-year veteran of the Highway Patrol, was 49.

Editorials … & Letters to the Editor

Colleges must disclose student access, success rates

POST-DISPATCH   By Editorial Board
The politics of college affordability are sure to heat up after the first of the year — the hotter the better if it helps capable students from lower-income families to overcome enormous barriers to higher education.

Federal student aid reform legislation is waiting in the on-deck circle in the U.S. Senate. It won’t face partisan hold-ups because it will be rolled into a budget reconciliation package that is immune from filibuster, thus requiring not 60 votes but only a simple majority.

The Senate is poised to take an even more ambitious approach — providing generous financial support for colleges and universities that commit not just to opening their doors more widely, but to holding themselves accountable. To qualify for the new money, institutions would have to track data about student access and performance from high school to the post-collegiate workplace.

A fight is brewing over this accountability piece — especially among private colleges and universities. They are all too happy to accept billions of dollars in federal tuition aid. But they don’t want to disclose data about the students they enroll and graduate, claiming it would interfere with their autonomy and the students’ privacy.

More likely, they are embarrassed about huge gaps in the number of low-income and moderate-income students who enroll as compared with students from more well-off families, and similar gaps in the number who graduate. Data recently published about public universities by The Education Trust, a non-partisan advocacy group for students, show the institutions should be embarrassed.

The University of Missouri system is one of nearly two dozen state education systems working to the close the gaps. These systems want to cut the low-income and graduation gaps in half by 2015.

Part of the commitment requires participating universities to collect and publicize data on access and completion rates. University of Missouri data from the 2005-2006 — the baseline year — show that high school graduates who receive Pell Grants (a measure of financial need) enroll at just 40 percent of the rate of their higher-income peers.

Low-income students who do enroll graduate at less than 50 percent of the rate of higher-income students. The gap with under-represented minorities is less pronounced but still significant.

At least the Missouri system has the courage to face the truth. Private colleges and universities — if they expect to gain federal financial support — also must come clean.

SPRINGFIELD NEWS-LEADER Voice of the Day

Blunt gets thousands of dollars from coal industry

Bob Sweere • December 28, 2009 

Rep. Roy Blunt's recently "Energy Report" franking states: "Don't be fooled. I don't work for the interests of Big Oil or the Energy Industry. I work for the interests of Southwest Missourians ..."

Peabody Energy, formerly Peabody Coal, is the largest private coal company in the world. In the 2008 election cycle Peabody gave more money to Blunt than to any other member of the House of Representatives -- $14,200. During '08 cycle Blunt also received more money from Peabody Coal then all but two senators-- both of whom were from coal producing states. Peabody owns no mines in southwest Missouri. In 2004 CEED, a coal lobbying group, sent a "Coal Industry Strategy Letter" to the CEO of Peabody Coal. The letter reads in part:

"...are you receiving value for your investment in CEED as we work to enhance coal-based electricity..? In the climate change arena, CEED focuses on ...: opposing government-mandated controls of greenhouse gases, ... and supporting sequestration and technology as the proper vehicles for addressing any reasonable concerns about greenhouse gas concentrations in the atmosphere."

Compare the coal industry's letter with extracts from Blunt's recent "Energy Report":

"I voted against ... another expansive government program designed to tax energy production (aka "government-mandated controls of greenhouse gases").

"I've secured funding for a new carbon sequestration facility in Springfield ... Clean coal (and) carbon sequestration ... are just some of the ways that Missourians are producing energy solutions."

Blunt also received $4,000 in the '08 election cycle from Arch Coal -- America's second largest coal producer and $2,000 from Foundation Coal. Neither Foundation nor Arch Coal has any mines in southwest Missouri. In the last election cycle Blunt also received substantial contributions from several out-of-state utilities with coal-fired power plants but no Missouri operations:

$3,500 from FirstEnergy Corp. (operations in Pennsylvania, New Jersey and Ohio);

$2,500 from Pinnacle West Capital (operations primarily in Arizona);

$2,300 from Northeast Utilities Service Co (New England's biggest utility);

$2,000 from American Electric Power (serving 11 states but not Missouri).

Blunt also received substantial oil industry contributions in the '08 cycle including:

Chevron -- $23,300

Devon Energy -- $11,300

Exxon Mobil -- $10,500

Valero Energy -- $10,000.

In the 2008 election, Blunt's Democratic opponent Richard Monroe spent a total of $54,153 on his campaign. In the same election cycle Blunt received $52,500 in contributions from coal interests alone. If Blunt is really working "for the interest of Southwest Missourians" on energy issues, why is he getting his lines from directly from the energy companies?

Bob Sweere is a former member of the News-Leader editorial advisory board.
MU president should retract his opposition to climate bill

Rachel Cleetus and Jimmy Adegoke • December 28, 2009 

University of Missouri President Gary Forsee made headlines when he urged the state's congressional delegation to either oppose a climate and energy bill or exempt his university from compliance. It turns out that the legislation would not apply to the university's smaller, non-commercial coal plant, and even if it did, Forsee's estimates overstated the cost.

News coverage of the story, however, ignored the central issues: why we need this bill, and why it is good for Missouri.

For years, we have been emitting too much carbon into the atmosphere by burning fossil fuels to power our cars, homes and businesses. Carbon traps heat and causes global warming. All major scientific institutions and professional societies worldwide have concluded that human activity is driving global warming.

Research by University of Missouri system professors supports this conclusion.

Midwest temperatures have already increased over the past 50 years, and a recent report by 13 federal agencies concluded that Missouri likely would experience 60 to 90 days every summer with temperatures above 100 degrees by the end of the century if we take no action to address global warming. Missouri could also expect longer-lasting heat waves and increasingly powerful storms and flooding.

Fortunately, we can avoid the worst of climate change by quickly transitioning to cleaner power. Last year, two-thirds of Missouri voters approved a state standard requiring utilities to obtain at least 15 percent of their electricity from renewable sources, such as wind and bioenergy, by 2021. Missouri already has three wind projects on line and a fourth in development.

To cut enough carbon emissions to avoid the worst of global warming, we need a national climate bill that caps emissions and offers incentives for businesses to invest in new clean technologies. The Environmental Protection Agency and the Energy Department's Energy Information Administration analyzed the cost of the House-passed climate bill and found that the average annual cost per household would range from $80 to $111 between 2012 and 2030, a mere 22 to 30 cents per day. Meanwhile, the longer we delay reducing our carbon overload, the more expensive and difficult the problem will be to solve.

We know the bill would not regulate the university's power plant, but even if it did, Forsee assumed an improbably high price for pollution permits. In fact, the initial annual cost to comply would be about half of what Forsee calculated, according to price projections by the EPA and EIA.

Additionally, Forsee's assertion that the university's energy prices would increase by 50 percent is inaccurate. The EPA estimated electricity rates would rise only 0.2 percent. The agency also projected that consumer monthly electricity bills could fall by 7 percent given the legislation's provisions for energy efficiency investments.

Global warming is a serious threat to Missouri and the rest of the planet, and we're close to enacting smart policies that would deploy the solutions. We need real leadership instead of backpedaling. Forsee should retract his opposition, and Missouri's congressional delegation should quickly enact climate legislation.

Rachel Cleetus is a climate economist with the Union of Concerned Scientists in Cambridge, Mass.
Jimmy Adegoke is a climate scientist and chair of the Department of Geosciences at the University of Missouri-Kansas City.
SPRINGFIELD NEWS-LEADER
Our opinion: No upside from undercount 


ST. JOSEPH NEWS-PRESS   Sunday, December 27, 2009 

Here’s one more good reason for all Missourians to be sure they are counted in the 2010 U.S. Census: We stand to lose a seat in Congress if we don’t.

The latest numbers from Election Data Services, a consulting firm that specializes in political redistricting, indicate Iowa and seven other states will lose a seat in the 435-member U.S. House beginning with the 2012 elections. Ohio will lose two seats. Seven states will gain one seat, and Texas will gain three.

Of course, these projections can change. Not that long ago, Missouri was believed to be in imminent danger of losing one of its nine seats. And in the case of Missouri, the difference between holding the line and losing a seat remains remarkably small.

It is now thought the state will retain its ninth congressional district “with anywhere from 5,000 to 14,000 people to spare.” In a state of nearly 6 million residents, 5,000 people amounts to less than one-tenth of 1 percent.

Currently, Nebraska has three seats in the U.S. House, Kansas has four, Missouri has nine and Iowa has five. The total for the four-state region will slip from 21 to 20 if Iowa loses one as expected and Missouri holds all of its seats.

The core problem for all four states is that while they continue to show population growth, they are growing at a slower pace than the national average. In general, birth rates are close to the national average but death rates are higher, reflecting the older populations in this region. But an additional factor is at play.

“It’s an inability to attract people,” Matt Hesser, Missouri state demographer, told The Kansas City Star. “We’re just not having as much in-migration in this state as in many Sun Belt states.”

Accurate Census counts ensure our citizens and governmental units receive everything they are due in the way of federal and state dollars — through funding formulas, loans and grants. Further, private businesses rely on this data when making decisions on future investments. And both of those sources of funds — government and private — can make a difference in how well we are able to compete for new businesses and residents.

As for the political consequences of an undercount: Representation in Congress is critical on any number of important issues ranging from spending bills to social issues. Seats in the U.S. House also determine how many votes we have in the Electoral College (think “hanging chads” and Bush-Gore from 2000).

In short, too much is at stake for anyone in these parts to take the Census count lightly.

SPRINGFIELD NEWS-LEADER VOICE OF THE DAY
State politicians weigh in on medical testing question
This is the eighth in an occasional series reporting answers from our area's representatives in Congress to questions from readers about health care reform.

Question: "Why can't the number of medical tests on a patient be up to the individual's doctor? There are some (illnesses) that cannot be diagnosed with one or two medical tests."

- William Stork, Springfield
U.S. Rep. Roy Blunt said, "There are a lot of ill-advised elements of the national Democrats' health care plan, but one of the worst parts of government-run health care would be a bureaucrat standing between you and the physician you trust. Medical decisions such as those regarding tests and treatments should always be up to a patient and their doctor.

"Health care reform should offer patients more choices in the types of insurance coverage available to them, not fewer. But the bills before Congress could eliminate some people's current health care coverage and force them onto a government-run, one-size-fits-all plan. Federal bureaucrats are just about the last people who should be deciding what medical tests a patient needs."

U.S. Sen. Christopher "Kit" Bond said, "I agree with most Americans that patients and doctors should be making medical decisions. Unfortunately, the Democrats' bill currently on the Senate floor will empower the U.S. Preventative Services Task Force; this is the same organization which recently recommended against routine mammograms for women under 50.

"For example, Section 2713 of the Democrat Majority Leader Harry Reid's bill would require that every health plan in America cover without cost-sharing Task Force-recommended prevention services. Section 4105 of the Reid Bill would authorize the Secretary to modify benefits under Medicare if consistent with Task Force recommendations and deny payment for prevention services the Task Force recommends against. Overall, the Reid Bill relies of Task Force recommendations at least 14 times throughout the bill.

"In addition, the Democrats' bill would create comparative effectiveness research programs -- the same type of programs that the United Kingdom and other foreign countries use to decide which treatments patients can or cannot have. I think this is a dangerous road to go down.

"This is just two examples of the broader government infrastructure Democrats are putting in place to ration care and limit access to treatments.

"Instead, I believe these decisions should be made by patients and doctors, not government -- or insurance company -- bureaucrats."

U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill said, "The number and type of tests a patient receives will always be up to the patient and their doctor. However, too often patients have unnecessary or repetitive tests done because they see more than one doctor. What this bill is looking to do is make it easier for doctors to diagnose illnesses and to better coordinate between specialists so the patient is not subject to more tests than are needed.

"To give a personal example, my 81 year-old mother recently had blood work done three times in one month for three different doctors. The same thing is happening to thousands of other people across Missouri. Multiply that number by 50 states."

"If we could better coordinate communication between doctors and help the patients take charge of their medical care -- two things this bills does -- someone like my mother won't have to have repeat the same test multiple times because the results will be delivered to all three of her doctors."

Farmland taxes merit scrutiny 

ST. JOSEPH NEWS-PRESS   Saturday, December 26, 2009 

As 2009 draws to a close, a hot-button issue has surfaced that stands to impact landowners and taxing districts — especially schools — all across Northwest Missouri.

The Missouri State Tax Commission has changed the rates used in assessing taxes on farmland. The state uses an eight-tier system based on the productivity of the land for growing crops. The commission decided to increase tax values on the four most productive categories and lower values for less productive land.

In this region, fertile fields are one of our most valuable resources, as well as the primary basis for tax revenue for rural schools. The impact of the change will vary greatly between individual landowners and communities, but as a region, it will be significant.

When one landowner faces higher taxes and another gets a smaller tax bill, it is expected at least one will consider it unfair. The debate will start with the valuations. Our republic historically has upheld the notion that those who have more resources can expect to contribute more in taxes.

More than redistributing the tax load is at stake. Statewide, taxes will increase about 11 percent, according to the Missouri Farm Bureau. This is a considerable expense for individual landowners to absorb all at once, especially in light of the weak economy.

Fairness of the changes will be a big issue. Plus, taxing entities can expect to face an even tougher challenge in passing new levies when landowners already are bearing a heavier burden.

Farm groups and at least one lawmaker vow to fight the changes. The debate will draw input from a wide range of sources. Northwest Missouri’s representatives must become informed and get involved to make sure the needs of landowners and communities in the region are considered.
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