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Mo. Senate weighs bill expanding subpoena power

By Associated Press 

4:03 a.m. CST, January 27, 2011
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) — Missouri senators are considering legislation that would give them another tool for getting information from state agencies.

The bill would allow the top officers of the House and Senate to issue subpoenas requiring agencies to produce documents. Currently, the speaker of the House and president pro tem of the Senate can issue subpoenas to compel witnesses to testify, but that rarely has happened.

The legislation is sponsored by Republican Senate Pro Tem Rob Mayer, of Dexter. Mayer says there is no specific incident prompting the bill.

Senators were expected to consider the legislation Thursday.

Senate committee hears arguments for giving police control back to city of St. Louis

Wednesday, January 26, 2011 |

COLUMBIA MISSOURIAN  BY Jamie Hausman
JEFFERSON CITY — The St. Louis Police Department, one of only two departments in the nation not directly controlled by the city it polices, might be governed by the city if some folks have their way.

The Missouri Senate Progress and Development Committee heard testimonies Wednesday about allowing the city of St. Louis to take control of its police department from the state government.

St. Louis and Kansas City are the only two cities in the nation that lack direct control of their police departments.

In 1932, the Kansas City City Council approved a home-rule ordinance that brought its department under the city's control, according to the Kansas City Police Department's website.
Only seven years later, though, then-Attorney General Roy McKeltside targeted rampant corruption in the city's government fueled by political boss Tom Pendergast. Then-Gov. Lloyd Stark responded by returning control of the department to the state. 

More than 100 people sat in on Wednesday's hearing while an overflowing group watched the events unfold on a TV in the hall. Four people spoke in favor of the proposition, including St. Louis Mayor Francis Slay.

Slay said local control would make the police department more effective, allowing it to save millions of dollars by merging departments and being accountable.

The president of the city's Board of Aldermen, Lewis Reed, called attention to the history behind the state control of the police department. He said in 1861, Gov. Claiborne Jackson created the local board of police commissioners and turned over the arms of St. Louis to the Confederacy.

Redditt Hudson from the ACLU of Eastern Missouri took Reed's history lesson one step further.

"Legislatively, the intent of the guys who put this in place was to disenfranchise the people of St. Louis, and the people that wanted to do that were Confederate sympathizers," Hudson said.

Sen. Maria Chappelle-Nadal, D-University City, opposed the bill. Her arguments against it focused mainly on Chapter 84.160 of the Missouri Constitution, which would be eliminated should the bill pass. The chapter serves as a written guarantee of benefits to widows and children of police officers, as well as maimed police officers.

Nadal's concerns were echoed by Joe Steiger, the vice president of the St. Louis Police Officer Association, as well as a few other active and retired police officers.

"The single most dangerous part of this legislation is the risk that city politicians, as they have done in the past, will turn their backs on the very people who lay their lives on the line every day," Steiger said.

He also defended the status quo, praising state government control.

"State control makes us a much more efficient and effective police department," Steiger said.

James Gieseke, president of the St. Louis Police Officer Association, clarified the argument against giving the city control.

"The current system, however it was born, has been amended and corrected over the years to be what it is now for the governance of the St. Louis Police Department," he said. "It works. Sometimes it stumbles, sometimes it falls, but it works and we make things happen. There can be more cooperation. We don't need to change Chapter 84 to make that cooperation happen."

Sen. Rob Schaaf, R-St. Joseph, said legislators and witnesses would need to consider which parts of the bill would have to be modified to give it a chance of passing. These changes are expected to be discussed as early as next week when the committee votes on the bill. A similar bill failed in March 2010 by a margin of 86-63.

Prop B under fire again in Missouri's Senate

COLUMBIA MISSOURIAN  By Audrey Moon
January 26, 2011 | 7:22 p.m. CST

JEFFERSON CITY — Dozens of dog breeders and their supporters spilled out of Senate committee hearing rooms and jammed the hallways of Missouri's Capitol for two days this week, calling upon lawmakers to undo a ballot initiative Missouri voters approved in November.

"Proposition B will flat out put me out of business," said Hupert Lavy, a longtime dog breeder from Silex.

Lavy talked with reporters outside the Senate Agriculture Committee hearing room, which was so crowded that Senate staff wired a TV in the hallway for those who could not get into the room to see.

In 2010, Missouri voters approved an initiative that would require stricter regulations on dog breeders in the state. Supporters of the initiative say the restrictions would decrease animal abuse and neglect, and improve quality of life for dogs and puppies.

The new law:

· requires large-scale dog breeding operations to provide each dog under their care sufficient food, clean water, housing and space; necessary veterinary care; regular exercise and adequate rest between breeding cycles. 

· prohibits any breeder from having more than 50 breeding dogs for the purpose of selling their puppies as pets.  

· creates a misdemeanor crime of “puppy mill cruelty” for any violations. 

Lavy said the new regulations are too expensive and out of touch with animal breeding. He said the regulations called for by Proposition B will "kill animals" and drive 3,000 people out of work.

"Whoever wrote (Proposition B) has never raised an animal," Lavy said.

Before the committee are measures to completely repeal the ballot proposal, to amend the proposal and to remove the limit on the number of breeding dogs a facility can have.

Lavy acknowledged that the chances of a full repeal are slim but said he will continue to fight the law and change the worst parts of it to keep his kennel.

The sponsor of the bill to completely repeal the measure, Sen. Mike Parson, R-Bolivar, said the wording of the voter-passed law is so vague that it could be extended to cows, horses, sheep and all other livestock crucial to Missouri's trade and economy.

Although Proposition B was described as a bill dealing with dog breeders, it includes a definition of a pet that covers any "domesticated animal normally maintained in or near the household of the owner."

Karen Strange, a supporter of the repeal who spoke on behalf of the agriculture community, expressed concern over the broad definition of livestock and the threat the new regulations pose to farmers.

"Our people are the working farmers of the state of Missouri who have put their heart and souls into their farms," said Strange, co-founder and president of the Missouri Federation of Animal Owners.

While critics charge that the proposition could open the door to the regulation of animals other than dogs, Kathy Warnick, president of the Humane Society of Missouri, disagreed.

"Proposition B applies to dogs and puppies. There is no other reference to any other species," she said.

Warnick said that the primary goal of Proposition B is to upgrade the lives of dogs.

Proposition B passed with 51.6 percent of the vote in Missouri, with a majority of those votes coming from the Kansas City and St. Louis areas.

Missouri had third-worst job loss rate in 2010

KC STAR

A year-over-year 0.6 percent decrease in employment put Missouri third-worst among states in percentage job loss last year.

The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics said Tuesday that Nevada suffered a 1.5 percent employment decline in 2010, followed by New Jersey, down 0.8 percent, and then Missouri.

The unemployment rate went up in 20 states last month, the bureau said, down in 15 and stayed the same in 15.

On the flip side, Kansas ranked in the top 10 states for low unemployment rates compared with the national average. Kansas ended the year with a 6.8 percent jobless rate, compared with the national average of 9.4 percent, seasonally adjusted.

Missouri’s jobless rate was 9.5 percent.

The bureau reported this year-end data:

•For Missouri: A civilian labor force of 3,003,800, with 2,647,400 on establishment payrolls, and 285,100 unemployed job hunters.

•For Kansas: A civilian labor force of 1,502,400, with 1,330,200 on establishment payrolls, and 102,600 unemployed job hunters.

Crowell bill would make Missouri right-to-work state

Thursday, January 27, 2011
By Melissa Miller ~ Southeast Missourian

Cape Girardeau Sen. Jason Crowell wants to let voters decide whether to make Missouri a "right to work" state. 

This legislative session, and for the past several years, Crowell has filed legislation that would prohibit union-only workplaces. 

"I think it is in the best interest of the entire state when you look at job growth and standard-of-living data, right-to-work states are where the leaders are," Crowell said. 

Under current Missouri law, employees at some companies have to pay union membership dues in order to work as a condition of their employer-union contracts. Crowell's Senate Bill 109 proposes a statewide vote in August 2012 whether to eliminate that situation. 

Right-to-work laws are touted by economic developers but vilified by organized labor. 

The last time the issue was put to Missouri voters, in 1978, it was overwhelmingly defeated. 

There are 22 right-to-work states, including Iowa, Nebraska, Kansas, Arkansas and Tennessee. Oklahoma was the last state to adopt right-to-work in 2001. 

Governments in right-to-work states save millions of taxpayer dollars by not having to having to follow prevailing wage laws, Crowell said. 

"I have been told that when Missouri is compared to Arkansas in per-construction-mile costs for highways, Missouri is four times higher than Arkansas. Arkansas is a right-to-work state, Missouri is not," Crowell said. "I have been told that school districts, if they were exempted from prevailing wage laws, that they could save threefold in construction costs. This would save taxpayers millions in Cape Girardeau if they didn't have to pay union prevailing wages on the current school construction projects." 

It has been demonstrated that right-to-work laws translate into lower wages for everyone, not just union members, said J.J. Lane, business representative for Plumbers and Pipe Fitters Local 562, which represents about 100 workers in Southeast Missouri. 

"Lower wages lead to a smaller tax base, which leads to less funding for the services our government provides," Lane said. "These lower wages also relate directly to a lessened activity with our small businesses." 

According to the U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis, the average per-capita personal income in 2007 was nearly $4,000 lower in right-to-work states, Lane said. In 2009, workers in right-to-work states made $2.67 per hour less than workers in non-right-to-work states. That adds up to $5,553.60 less a year. 

Cape Girardeau Area Magnet, the region's economic development recruitment agency, doesn't have an official position on right-to-work laws, but executive director Mitch Robinson said adopting them would help with the recruitment of new companies to the area and the state. 

"There are a lot of companies that will not look at Missouri for that very reason," he said. "They have either previously had unions and don't want to work with a unionized work force or they've never had one and they don't want the additional restrictive natures involved in having a unionized work force." 

Most companies looking to relocate are considering location, transportation access and utility rates first, said Bill Walz, business representative for IBEW Local 1, which represents more than 600 Southeast Missouri workers. "When you look at right-to-work states, their manufacturing base has not expanded any." 

Walz pointed to the Holcim concrete plant in Ste. Genevieve County as an example of new jobs, 250 union workers, and new industry in Missouri without a right-to-work law. 

But overall job creation in right-to-work states is growing 2.5 times faster than non-right-to-work states, according to the U.S. Department of Labor, Crowell said. From 2003 to 2008, the number of private-sector employees in right-to-work states grew at 9.1 percent, compared to force-union state employee growth of 3.6 percent, he said. 

Some businesses are moving to right-to-work states, but this is because of monetary economic development incentives offered by those states to attract companies, Lane said. 

"Every day we see the truth of the matter in the construction industry. The educated work force such as the union members within the construction trade are fleeing North for better paying jobs with benefits," Lane said. 

Crowell's right-to-work bill has been referred to the Senate's general laws committee. No hearing date has been set at this time. 

Fewer Mo. employees on Medicaid following cuts 

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- The number of state workers enrolled in Missouri's Medicaid health care program for the poor has declined sharply since the state tightened eligibility more than five years ago.
Figures provided to The Associated Press show there were 476 state employees on Medicaid last November, the most recent month for which the Department of Social Services had statistics.

That was down more than 60 percent from a Medicaid enrollment of 1,221 state employees in February 2005. A law that took effect later that year lowered the amount of money adults can earn and still qualify for Medicaid.

Missouri's total Medicaid rolls fell from a high of nearly 1 million in 2005 to about 800,000 a couple years after the cuts. That has since risen to nearly 900,000 as the economy has worsened.

Missouri's aging inmate population straining state budget

COLUMBIA MISSOURIAN   By Jessica Pupovac
January 27, 2011 | 12:44 a.m. CST

JEFFERSON CITY — Jack Lindsey, 63, is a convicted cop-killer. He's also a decorated Vietnam veteran, an avid gardener and a model inmate.
Next month, he will complete his 27th year behind bars.

Lindsey underwent back surgery six years ago. Doctors say that soon he’ll need another. In the meantime, he gets epidural steroid injections for the pain every four months.

Barring any drastic sentencing reforms, Lindsey and a growing number of older inmates like him will live the rest of their lives in Missouri prisons. And Missouri taxpayers will foot the bill for any additional medical procedures or treatments they need.

The number of older inmates in Missouri's prisons has nearly tripled over the past decade and stands at about 4,700 today. That portion of the population is growing faster than others. Prisoners older than 50 represented just 6 percent of Missouri state inmates in 1998; that figure had shot up to 15 percent by 2009.

The trend is "expected to keep spiraling upward," said Missouri Department of Corrections official Deloise Williams, assistant division director of rehabilitative services. The cost of caring for them will strain an already strapped state budget.

Some of the state’s top officials — including Missouri Supreme Court Judge Michael Wolff — question whether the situation adds up to good public policy.

"We seem to be racking up some extraordinary costs for reasons that are not particularly rational," Wolff said in a recent telephone interview. "Some of these men are fairly disabled and probably not able to engage in criminal activity even if they are inclined to."

On Jan. 1, the state's first geriatric wing, or "enhanced care unit," opened at the Jefferson City Correctional Center to help cope with the financial and logistical burden that comes with the aging population. Designed as a miniature nursing home within a prison, the 36-bed unit will be a place where old cons in wheelchairs, strapped to oxygen tanks or struggling with dementia will be segregated from the general population, where many are vulnerable to abuse.

Officials are training younger inmates to assist older inmates with daily activities, such as moving them from their beds to wheelchairs, or on and off the toilet.

To prepare the unit, prison staff began installing “helping handles” and benches in the unit’s showers, removing top bunks from the beds and placing them on the floors and adding electrical outlets to cells in order to minimize tripping hazards.

After the six-month pilot project, officials plan to open similar units in five more state prisons.

But the new geriatric wards will stave off more costly measures only for so long. Soon, the state will need to construct a separate, fully functioning hospital for this population, complete with a dementia unit, a dialysis lab and other facilities and services for the aging.

According to a 2009 internal corrections department report obtained by the Missourian, "Funding for a specialized correctional facility is a serious challenge, but the real need for a specialized correctional facility needs to be considered; if not now, then in the future."

Corrections officials hesitated to give a cost estimate for the proposed geriatric prison, but a 780-bed unit for the aging and infirm built in Arkansas last year cost that state $60 million in construction costs alone.

Cost of incarceration
The Missouri Department of Corrections doesn't keep track of exactly how much it spends on older versus younger inmates, but the report by the Aging Offender Management Team asserts that it "would be more cost effective to expend taxpayer dollars in a Department of Corrections medical system rather than in a more expensive public facility."

But outside studies paint a different picture. According to the Pew Center on the States, the average annual cost of caring for elderly inmates in a correctional setting is about $70,000 — two to three times that of their younger counterparts. Alternatively, community nursing home placement costs taxpayers about $57,000 a year, much of which comes from Medicaid and Medicare, according to the Federal Interagency Forum on Aging-Related Statistics. Other community-based options such as electronic monitoring reap even greater savings, costing only about $3,600 a year.

There are several reasons it costs more to care for older inmates. Obviously, people on both sides of the razor wire require more medical attention as they age. However, those needs often are exacerbated within a prison setting. Medical and corrections officials say that due to a variety of factors — including backgrounds that often include drug and alcohol abuse, high-stress lifestyles and a chronic lack of proper medical care — prisoners tend to age more quickly than people on the outside.

This is one reason most state corrections agencies classify inmates as "geriatric" at age 50 or 55, the common age when inmates' health begins deteriorating.

A shortage of infirmary beds adds to the fiscal strain. Chronically ill inmates and those suffering from dementia or Alzheimer's disease are assigned to the infirmary, where nurses can keep a close eye on them.

There are only 211 prison infirmary beds available throughout the state. When they are filled, inmates who become ill must be strip-searched, shackled and sent to public hospitals. They are escorted at all times by one to three corrections officers. In 2008, Missouri prisoners made about 12,500 such trips, racking up additional transportation and overtime bills.

All told, the corrections department paid officers $5.5 million in overtime last year. Officials hope the new geriatric units will reduce some of this burden and allow more medical care inside prisons.

Truth and consequences
The growth in the state's aging and overall prison population has been driven not by an uptick in crime but by state sentencing policies, including:

The 1979 capital murder statute, which required convicted murderers to serve 50 years before being eligible for release. 

The 1984 first-degree murder statute, which removed parole eligibility altogether. 

The 1994 Truth in Sentencing Act, which required certain offenders to serve greater percentages of their sentences before being eligible for parole. This act also imposed heftier mandatory minimums for more crimes across the board. 

As a result of these and other "tough on crime" statutes, the state's prison population has grown six-fold since 1979. Meanwhile, the elderly inmate population has grown disproportionately, from 4 percent of Missouri’s prison population in 1990 to 15 percent in June 2010.

Judge Wolff said that when the laws were written, few if any legislators pondered their financial repercussions.

"I'd challenge you to find one," Wolff said, adding that legislators often tout their "tough on crime" credentials during an election year, when a harsher stance toward crime and punishment is invariably seen as a political advantage.

"But I don't think the public is really all that keen on spending hundreds of millions of dollars on running nursing homes in prison for old — dare I say — harmless guys," he said.

Not that making convicted killers pay for their crimes isn't a "legitimate consideration," Wolff said. "But if ‘just dessert’ becomes extraordinarily costly and doesn't provide any benefit to public safety then is it worth it? I mean, just dessert isn't free. It might be the cost that we have to pay, but it is certainly an issue we have to think about."

Second-degree murder is the most common offense for which long-termers growing old behind bars are serving time. Among newly admitted older inmates, a population that also is growing, the No. 1 offense is possession of a controlled substance.

Wolff heads the Missouri Sentencing Advisory Commission, an independent body that monitors the effects of the state sentencing structure and recommends evidence-based reforms. So far, none of the commission's recommendations have become law.

"The legislature does policy, and they have to figure it out," Wolff said. "They have to decide how much money they want to spend on prisons and how much they want to spend on schools."

In recent years, at least one bill that could have reduced long-term prison sentences was introduced in the General Assembly. That bill, which would have required the Board of Probation and Parole to periodically review the cases of offenders serving life without parole, was sponsored by state Rep. Mike Talboy, D-Kansas City, in 2008. It never made it out of committee.

Jack Lindsey wrote up a bill himself in an effort to open an avenue for lifers to petition for parole after serving 30 years of their sentences. He sent his bill to various state legislators but said no one has expressed interest.

Lower recidivism risk for older inmates
Lindsey said he is deeply remorseful for what he did in 1978, when he shot and killed St. Louis County deputy Terry Thomas O'Connell. O’Connell, who was a newlywed with two stepchildren at the time, had pulled Lindsey over for a traffic violation. Lindsey said he was high on LSD, was already facing drug charges and panicked.

"I didn't even know this officer,” Lindsey said. “It was just wrong place, wrong time. There aren't many days that go by when I don't think about it. But you can't change things no matter how much you'd like to."

Nonetheless, Lindsey said he thinks he and others like him deserve a second chance. "Contrary to what the public believes, there are guys in here who made a bad decision in life, but they're not all bad people.”

His brother, John Lindsey, a union representative, said Jack Lindsey was suffering from severe post-traumatic stress disorder at the time of the murder and was using and selling drugs as a coping mechanism. The combination of these factors, he said, is what led to the crime.

"He's told me things between brothers, and I know he's clear in his conscience," he said. "That's not who he is."

If his brother were released today, John Lindsey said, he'd have his choice of family members to stay with and would have help finding a job.

"Believe me, he's got a lot of people who love him, and he would be just fine," he said. "We would do about anything to get him home before my parents pass away."

Across the country, older inmates pose a much lower risk of recidivism than their younger counterparts. According to Missouri Department of Corrections data, people released from prison at age 20 or younger have a recidivism rate of 23 percent for new crimes after two years. For those older than 70, only 3.5 percent commit new crimes.

But there remains the question of whether someone who took a life ever deserves to have his or hers back. Those close to victims of violent crime are often among the first to oppose any possibility of early release, regardless of perceived threat or cost to the state.

The family of deputy O'Connell could not be located for this story, but Sgt. Kevin Ahlbrand, president of the Missouri Fraternal Order of Police, said the organization would oppose parole for Lindsey or any other person involved in the death of a police officer.

"We believe in truth in sentencing," he said.

For now, Lindsey focuses his energy on things like his gardening projects. A year or so ago, he started harvesting seeds to send to homes for at-risk veterans as part of the state's restorative justice program. He now teaches younger inmates how to do the same so that they can expand the program.

He said he'd also like to send seeds to senior centers on the outside and to facilities for juvenile offenders so they can start gardening projects like the one he’s helped nurture at the Jefferson City penitentiary. He said he thinks it would be good therapy for the kids and it might give some of them the chance to turn their lives around.

Still, Lindsey likely will end up in a prison geriatric ward one day, and perhaps eventually in the yet-to-be-built specialized facility for aging inmates. He said he tries not to think about that.

"I try to keep myself busy,” he said. “That way you don't sit around and dwell on, ‘I’m never going home. Oh, God, what am I going to do?' You try to keep yourself focused on positive things."

The reporting for this story was supported in part by a grant from the Soros Justice Fellowships program of the Open Society Institute.
Mo. taxpayers may get amnesty on outstanding taxes 

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Missouri taxpayers who owe the state money may be getting a break.
Members of a House panel planned to discuss legislation Thursday to give taxpayers amnesty on all unpaid taxes that were due before the end of 2010. They would receive amnesty from all penalties, interest and increases in the taxes they haven't paid.

Taxpayers would have to apply for the amnesty and pay their taxes in full before Oct. 31. They would also be required to follow all state tax laws for the next eight years.

Gov. Jay Nixon also has called for a tax amnesty program as part of his plan to bring in additional state revenues and balance the budget.

Tax incentives’ hefty tally 

BY TIM LOGAN • POST-DISPATCH

Tax incentive breakdown in Missouri, Illinois 
East-West Gateway Council of Governments tallied the amount spent so far — and promised in the future — for major real estate incentives in the St. Louis region.

Program Tax cost to date        Total commitment
Mo. TIF $625.4 mill.                   $2.1 bill.

Ill. TIF $523.5 mill.                     $523.5 bill.

Community Improvement Districts (Mo.) $11.9 mill. $11.9 mill.

Transportation Development Districts (Mo.) Unknown $540.9 mill.

Special Service Areas (Ill.) $13 mill. $13 mill.

Business Development Districts (Ill.) $5.3 mill. $5.3 mill.

Tax abatements (Mo.) $373.9 mill. $373.9 mill.

Tax abatements (Ill.) $26.7 mill. $26.7 mill.

State tax credits (Mo.) $1.9 bill. $2.2 bill.

State tax credits (Ill.) $16.5 mill. $16.5

Related Links

Related: Photo gallery: Chrysler plant demolition
The public bill for private development in the St. Louis region keeps getting bigger.

Over the past 20 years, it topped $3.6 billion, with at least $2 billion more promised. And the benefits don't measure up.

That is the thrust of a report issued Wednesday by the region's largest planning agency, the latest volley in a long-running debate about the use of incentives to spark growth in the St. Louis area.

The report, by the East-West Gateway Council of Governments, tried to tally a wide range of state and local tax giveaways that help finance development. It found that much of the money is spent to build shopping centers, and that those centers have done little to grow the economy of the entire region.

"We're not saying there's not a place for these incentives," said Maggie Hales, East-West Gateway's deputy director. "But we need to take a hard look at the benefits and the costs."

By East-West Gateway's count, the costs are fairly clear:

• $1.1 billion since 1990 foregone in tax increment financing, which uses new tax money created by a project to help fund its development. An additional $1.5 billion has been committed in the future.

• At least $30.2 million in special taxing districts, which add a sales tax to pay for roads, parking and other improvements. An additional $571 million is projected.

• $400.6 million in tax abatements, which waive new taxes when a property is improved.

• $1.9 billion in state tax credits.

The benefits, however, are harder to measure.

Defenders of TIF and other incentive programs say that without them, no one will invest in low-income neighborhoods or take on pricey rehabs. Growth, they argue, will spread even further from the region's core, or projects wouldn't happen at all.

But Hales and many other critics point out that much of the money — 80 percent of funds raised in TIFs and transportation development districts — goes to pay for shopping centers, often in affluent suburbs.

"TIF was originally designed to alleviate blight in our region," Hales said. "It isn't really doing that."

These arguments are not new. East-West Gateway itself issued a similar report, focused mainly on TIF, just two years ago. But this report takes a wider look and comes as state and local governments are increasingly grappling with budget shortfalls, service cuts and layoffs.

In that climate, giving up billions of dollars in tax revenue for development might raise more concerns. But Richard Magee, mayor of Glendale and president of the St. Louis County Municipal League, said he suspected cities will keep doing whatever they must to boost development, even if it means giving up potential tax dollars down the road.

And measuring TIF by the number of jobs it creates at least partially misses the point, Magee said. It brings other benefits, too.

"It's a mistake to look at TIF totally in the perspective of jobs," he said. "We look at it as a way of regenerating our infrastructure."

He agreed, though, that the heavy use of public money to fund shopping centers isn't productive in the long run.

"Maybe we need to pivot and get away from focusing on sales tax and retail," he said. "It's not sustainable in this economy."

For TIF reform efforts to work, those opinions would need to take a much wider hold among local officials across Missouri, said former state Sen. John Griesheimer. Otherwise they will keep failing, no matter how many reports are published detailing the problems.

"There's going to be huge push-back (in Jefferson City)," said Griesheimer, who shepherded tweaks to TIF through the Senate in 2007 and 2009. "It's going to be extremely tough to get anything done."

Without film tax credit, will Hollywood still call?

By ROBERT W. BUTLER
The Kansas City Star
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LIONSGATE

In this film publicity image released by Lionsgate, Jennifer Lawrence is shown in a scene from "Winter's Bone." Lawrence was nominated for an Academy Award for best actress for her role in "Winter's Bone, " Tuesday, Jan. 25, 2011. The Oscars will be presented Feb. 27 at the Kodak Theatre in Hollywood.

· 2011 Oscar nominees 

For the second year in a row, a Missouri-made movie has received an Oscar nomination for best picture.

But state programs that helped make both of those films possible could be in jeopardy. 

On Tuesday, the hillbilly noir “Winter’s Bone,” which was filmed in the Ozarks, received four nominations: picture, actress, supporting actor and adapted screenplay. Last year Missouri was represented by the St. Louis-anchored downsizing drama “Up in the Air,” starring George Clooney. 

Both were filmed in the state largely because of incentives offered by Missouri’s film production tax credit. Now that incentive and the entire state film effort are targets of budget cuts.

In his recent budget proposal, Gov. Jay Nixon recommended eliminating funds for the Missouri Film Office, which scouts film locations for out-of-state producers and acts as a liaison between filmmakers and local talent, vendors and movie professionals.

And in December, a bipartisan commission convened by Nixon to look at all 61 of the state’s tax credit programs recommended elimination of a $4.5 million film production tax credit. 

According to the commission’s report, the film credit, created more than a decade ago to attract out-of-state makers of movies, television shows and national commercials, “serves too narrow of an industry and fails to provide a positive return on investment to the state.”

The commission estimated that in 2009, the state’s total tax credit obligations covering not just film but a wide range of industries cost Missouri $584 million, or almost 8 percent of the general fund budget. This as lawmakers were forced to make hundreds of millions of dollars in budget cuts. 

The commission’s recommendation has raised alarm in Missouri’s film production community, whose members argue that with more than 40 states offering film tax credits, any state that doesn’t will simply be out of luck.

‘Without tax credits, you’re not a player’
The efforts of the film office and the availability of tax credits were crucial to bringing “Up in the Air” and “Winter’s Bone” to Missouri, said Jerry Jones, who heads the office.

Jones said he worked with the makers of “Bone” for four years before filming began: “They were from New York and unfamiliar with this area, so we spent a lot of time showing them around.”

Clinching the deal was the $259,000 in tax credits “Winter’s Bone” received from the state. The film’s production budget was $2 million, according to the Internet Movie Database.

“The deal today is that without tax credits, you’re not a player,” Jones said. “We wouldn’t have had any feature films shot here in the last 10 years without these financial incentives. It’s just the nature of the beast.”

Promoters of film production like to tout it as a clean industry that employs local folks — from film crew members to drivers to extras — while spending on hotels, catering and materials for set construction. For each dollar of outside money spent by a film company, they say, the multiplier effect enhances its impact on the local economy.

The incentive program allows qualifying out-of-state filmmakers to claim Missouri tax credits for money paid to local vendors, cast and crew. 

Currently members of the state’s film community are smarting under the likely loss of the $20 million comedy “Fun Size,” which “Up in the Air” producer Michael Beugg wanted to shoot this spring in St. Louis. Kim Tucci of the St. Louis Film Office said it would have had a $30 million economic impact.

Nixon approved $1 million in tax credits for the production, but Beugg has said he’ll now look at other states that offer better deals. The front-runner is thought to be Louisiana, one of 15 states that have no cap on the amount of tax credits that can be awarded for out-of-state film production.

In Kansas the credit is 30 percent of direct production expenditures made in the state.

Evaluating benefits
Film tax credits have plenty of detractors. Such programs have been described as “millions for Hollywood millionaires.” Hollywood’s success in playing states against one another to get the best deals has created resentment.

But the report by the governor’s special commission has its own critics.

State Sen. Jason Crowell, a Cape Girardeau Republican, called the tax credit commission “a complete joke.” 

“They recommended eliminating $4.5 million in film tax credits but don’t mention low income housing or historic preservation tax credits that amount to hundreds of millions of dollars. That’s like devoting resources to putting out a bush on fire and ignoring the house that’s burning down.”

The state’s cap for historic preservation tax credits is $140 million, but the commission recommended the cap be lowered to $75 million. 

Sen. David Pearce, a Warrensburg Republican, agrees: “The film tax credit is very small compared to other tax credits that are far more controversial.”

Determining the actual economic benefit of a filmmaking tax credit is an inexact science, according to Jones.

“Last year two separate agencies within South Carolina’s government looked at the economic benefit of that state’s film production tax credit,” he said. “One concluded that for each tax-credit dollar issued, the state got back $2.68. The other, using the same data, found that the state lost 82 cents.”

One problem, Jones said, is that most economic impact formulas are designed for long-standing businesses, not a movie production company that might exist only for a few months. 

But Pearce, who describes himself as “a firm believer in film tax credits,” said that it doesn’t matter that most jobs in film production are short-lived.

Tax credits, he said, “help ensure that there’s a film industry here so that when big projects do come, we’ve got the infrastructure to handle them.”

By attracting business — even one- and two-day commercial shoots — the film tax credits keep crew members working.

“We’ve already seen people who work in films move to other states to find jobs,” Jones said.

Making a case
Whether the Missouri film tax credit survives will depend mostly on how serious state legislators are about reducing the budget.

Crowell pointed out that tax credits are entitlements that continue unless the legislature votes to end or amend them.

The senator said he supports film tax credits, at least in good times. A couple of years ago he was instrumental in tripling the funds available for Missouri’s film tax credits.

But in an era of dwindling revenues and hard decisions, he said, the whole idea of tax credits should be rethought.

Crowell plans to introduce legislation this session to require state tax credits to undergo annual reviews as part of the appropriations process.

“That way you can weigh a dollar put into film production against what that dollar might do in education or historic preservation or any other area,” he said.

If Crowell’s bill becomes law, the state’s film industry will find itself with a big challenge to convince legislators to keep or expand the film tax credit.

That campaign has already started. This month the Missouri Motion Media Association, a three-year-old umbrella organization of the state’s film professionals, hired a lobbyist to plead its case in Jefferson City.

Association founder Laura Steiner of Columbia said the goal was to not only keep and hopefully expand the film tax credit, but to create a new one to encourage the development here of so-called “new media.”

Changes in communication technology will be “the biggest revolution since the Industrial Revolution,” Steiner said.

“New media is exploding. More and more of us are consuming on computers or iPhones or iPads the sort of content that formerly you could get only on TV. With those new platforms comes a demand for more content, content that is provided by film professionals. Investing in film keeps those skill sets in Missouri. At the same time, we need incentives to bring those new technologies here.”

On Tuesday, the association will hold its third annual legislative day in Jefferson City. Filmmakers from throughout Missouri will gather to educate lawmakers on their industry.

If Steiner and her colleagues cannot make their case, it could be lights out for big-league filmmaking in Missouri.

The future of "Fun Size" in Missouri is doubtful 

Deb Peterson • POST-DISPATCH

LIGHTS OUT?: Native St. Louisan Michael Beugg, executive producer of "Up in the Air" and "Little Miss Sunshine," said today that Paramount Pictures has pulled a small crew out of St. Louis because the state yanked its economic support for his next film.

"We had a strong Missouri crew there -- the location manager from 'Up in the Air' and the production designer from 'Winter's Bone' -- selecting locations for the director when we got the bad news," Beugg said in a telephone interview from Los Angeles. "We immediately had to put them on the road to find an alternative location."

Beugg is the executive producer of a Halloween-themed comedy "Fun Size," and had planned to make the movie here. The crew was here scouting locations for that film, which Josh Schwartz, executive producer of "The O.C," "Gossip Girl" and "Chuck," is signed on to direct.

"Up in the Air," an Academy Award-nominee and Beugg's last film, which was made in Missouri, got $4.1 million in tax credits. The state's film tax incentive budget this year is $4.5 million and Beugg was expecting that amount to be used for his new film.

But the bad news that Beugg was talking about came on Friday in the form of a letter from David Kerr, Missouri's economic development director, guaranteeing only $1 million in tax incentives for the movie.

"This is very damaging long term to Missouri's participation in the film industry," Beugg said. "Paramount and other major studios are now aware that it would appear you can't count on Missouri to deliver ... It's risky to do business with Missouri."

He noted that the state's lack of financial support for movie-making at this time is ironic in light of the four Academy Award nominations this year for the Missouri-made "Winter's Bone," and the one last year for "Up in the Air."

Kim Tucci, chairman of Cinema St. Louis, which runs the St. Louis International Film Festival, said today that he is amazed the state doesn't seem to see the value of tax incentives for developing a film industry here.

"They're trying everything to come here," he said of Beugg and Paramount Pictures. "But they had to go to Baton Rouge, La., today and tomorrow they're going to Michigan. We lost two movies to Iowa because we didn't have enough money in tax credits after 'Up in the Air.' I just don't get it -- it's crazy."

Tax credits are a common method states use to attract film crews, although there is a lot of debate over the real economic value to a community once the film crews move out. One economic development report pegged the local economic contribution of "Up in the Air" at nearly $12 million, but Tucci said he thinks it was higher.

Both he and Beugg also pointed out the psychic value of having a film and its attendant publicity -- and potential movie stars -- in town.

In Missouri, a committee that was asked by Nixon to review 61 tax credit programs recommended elimination of the film tax credit, and there is no money for the credits in the state's budget for the next fiscal year.

The way the Missouri film tax credit program works is that the state pays back 35 percent of what a film spends locally, up to an annual cap of $4.5 million.

Tucci said he's not giving up the tax credit program without a fight. He said a group is planning to go to Jefferson City on Tuesday to lobby for the money to be put back in the budget. And Beugg said he's not given up on the idea of making "Fun Size" here, adding that film crew members in Missouri are calling their state representatives to try to get them to support the film tax credit program.

Mo. Senate weighs bill expanding subpoena power 

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Missouri senators are considering legislation that would give them another tool for getting information from state agencies.
The bill would allow the top officers of the House and Senate to issue subpoenas requiring agencies to produce documents. Currently, the speaker of the House and president pro tem of the Senate can issue subpoenas to compel witnesses to testify, but that rarely has happened.

The legislation is sponsored by Republican Senate Pro Tem Rob Mayer, of Dexter. Mayer says there is no specific incident prompting the bill.

Senators were expected to consider the legislation Thursday.

Mo. lawmakers take aim at corporate franchise tax 
By CHRIS BLANK Associated Press
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Missouri lawmakers set their sights Wednesday on eliminating a tax that businesses pay on their assets.

Business groups and lawmakers contend the corporate franchise tax hurts the state's economic development by discouraging businesses from growing. Others complain that the corporate franchise tax amounts to double taxation because Missouri also levies a corporate income tax.

Since 1917, Missouri has charged a franchise tax on corporations' assets such as inventory and buildings, though the state gradually has reduced the tax rate and exempted smaller businesses. In 2009, lawmakers exempted firms with less than $10 million in assets.

Legislation filed in the House would cap the franchise tax that businesses owe at $2 million, but lawmakers said they planned a new approach. Instead of a tax cap, they planned to freeze what businesses were required to pay. Under that proposal, businesses would not pay more for the franchise tax than what they paid last year. The measure was considered Wednesday by a House tax committee.

Sponsoring Rep. Jerry Nolte said the franchise tax was stunting Missouri's economic growth.

"Double taxation is not what you want to do if you want to encourage capital investment in our state," said Nolte, R-Gladstone.

Nolte said his goal is to repeal the franchise tax.

A Senate bill sponsored by Sen. Eric Schmitt, R-Glendale, would do just that by reducing the tax rate over five years until the tax is repealed for the 2016 tax year. Separate legislation sponsored by Schmitt also had created a $2 million cap on what businesses pay for the franchise tax, but he too planned to change the bill to instead freeze what companies owe. Both bills also were considered Wednesday by a Senate committee.

Schmitt said the corporate franchise tax is "antiquated" and creates an incentive for businesses to keep their assets out of Missouri.

A cost estimate based on 2009 tax data estimated that Missouri collects more than $70 million from the franchise tax. That estimate does not account for the franchise taxes that business no longer are required to pay because of the exemption for firms with less than $10 million in assets. The Department of Revenue previously estimated that the exemption would shrink state revenue by $14.5 million.

Legislative staff estimate that the initial proposal to cap franchise tax payments at $2 million would not cost the state revenue in the budget year that starts in 2012. It would cost about $1.2 million per year in 2013 and 2014.

Animosity toward the franchise tax among businesses was clear.

Ray McCarty, the president of the Associated Industries of Missouri, said lawmakers should eliminate the franchise tax as quickly as possible.

"We're very much supportive of capping, freezing, eliminating, torturing, killing the franchise tax," McCarty said.

---

Franchise tax is HB76, SB18, SB19

Online: Legislature: http://www.moga.mo.gov 

---

Online: http://www.moga.mo.gov 

Mo. business owners, workers split on minimum wage 

By WES DUPLANTIER Associated Press
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Missouri business owners and hourly workers voiced mixed opinions Wednesday about whether the state should change its minimum wage law.
Several business owners told a House panel that lawmakers should repeal a minimum wage law Missouri voters approved in 2006, and instead keep its minimum wage equal to the federal rate. The 2006 law provides for annual increases based on the pace of inflation in the Midwest.

The business owners said Missouri's minimum wage should stay equal to the federal minimum, $7.25 per hour, to help businesses get through the current economic downturn. The repeal would keep wages for tipped employees at the current rate of $3.63 per hour until federal law pushes that rate higher. The federal minimum wage for tipped employees is currently $2.13 per hour.

Restaurant owners said holding the current rate at $3.63 instead of letting it increase with inflation is vital to helping them stay in business because labor costs are a large part of their expenses. They said their employees often make much more, after tips, than the regular minimum wage.

"It sounds like a little bit of money, $1.50 an hour, but I have a lot of hours of tipped servers," Greg Hunsucker, owner of V's Italiano Ristorante in Kansas City, said of the difference in wages for tipped workers since 2006.

Hunsucker said he pays many of his workers more than the minimum wage for tipped workers.

The repeal's sponsor, Rep. Jerry Nolte, R-Gladstone, noted that seven of the eight states surrounding Missouri have minimum wages equal to the federal minimum wage. Nolte said that makes Missouri less appealing to businesses and companies may take jobs to states with lower minimum wage requirements.

"This would suppress our ability to create jobs at exactly the time when we need to be," he said.

Members of a labor rights group called Missouri Jobs for Justice said the state should keep its current law in place. They said it helps workers keep up with price increases for things they need, such as food and housing.

"To working people (a minimum wage increase) really isn't a raise," said the group's director, Lara Granich. "It's really just a way of making sure you don't fall behind."

Alluding to lawmakers' desire to cut spending and balance the state's budget this legislative session, Granich also told committee members that workers who don't make enough to keep up with inflation end up relying on state service funded by tax dollars.

Lew Prince, the owner of a vinyl record store in University City, said paying more than the minimum wage has helped him hire better workers than national chains paying minimum wage.

"I can compete on service," he said. "If we can force the large out-of-state companies to compete with me, I have the advantage."

Parkinson said he has seen pink and black bumper stickers from Prince's business on many cars around the state. When the lawmakers said that demonstrated the loyalty of the store customers, Prince said the loyalty is the result of close ties his customers have to his employees.

"They're loyal to Matt and Orlandez and the 23 other employees who work here because they're really good at what they do," he said.

The House Committee on International Trade and Job Creation will likely vote on the bill next week.

Unemployment Debit Cards Come With Many Service Fees

Written by Xiaowen Tan  

With the relatively high unemployment rate in Missouri, many people are on unemployment benefits. Unless they sign up for other options, they're automatically paid that money through a debit card. But cardholders say there are numerous service fees that come with those cards. KSMU’s Xiaowen Tan reports.

At the Missouri Career Center in Springfield, one young unemployed woman, who didn’t want to give her name, said she’s used the debit card that Missouri’s unemployed benefits come on. She said although she was aware of these service fees, she didn’t like the extra charges.

“I don’t think a fee should be added on to get money out of the bank account,” she said.

For example, the unemployment debit cards have a fee of $1.75 for every ATM cash withdrawal other than Central Bank or Allpoint locations, and it charges 50 cents for every balance inquiry at those same ATMs. There’s a fee of $1.50 for inactivity after 180 days, and a 25 cent fee when the purchase is declined.

Jaydean Miller is a workforce development supervisor at the Missouri Career Center. She says the service fees are actually revealed to cardholders with a pamphlet.

“When they apply for unemployment benefits, they are automatically mailed the access card along with this pamphlet that tells what fees will be charged, and it also tells them how they can access their account for free as well through different ATMs and even their website,” she said.

Amy Susan is a spokesperson for the Missouri Department of Labor. She says the unemployed individuals have more than one choice to access their benefits.

“We encourage individuals to use the direct deposit, this is choice number one. This means their benefits are automatically placed into their bank account. It’s a direct deposit. However, if they do not choose the direct deposit, then they automatically will get their unemployment benefits placed on the Missouri Access MasterCard,” Susan said.

Susan says these fees are in the contract with the cardholders, and Central Bank receives these fees because it is a processing fee to use these cards. She says the state did renegotiate this contract and individuals are now allowed to call three times a week at no charge to check their benefit status.

For KSMU news, I’m Xiaowen Tan.

House moves forward with drug testing for welfare recipients

BY REBECCA BERG    POST-DISPATCH

JEFFERSON CITY - The state House moved one step closer today to passing a bill that would require drug testing for federal welfare recipients in Missouri.

After more than two hours of floor debate, legislators gave first-round approval to the bill by a 121-37 vote. Only one Republican voted against the bill, while 19 Democrats crossed the aisle to support the legislation.

The bill's sponsor, Rep. Ellen Brandom, R-Sikeston, said that allowing drug abusers to receive government money would defeat the purpose of Temporary Assistance for Needy Families: To, as Brandom put it, "learn personal responsibility" and prepare for jobs.

"The federal government clearly had no intent to include drug users in this program," Brandom said.

On the floor, Democrats and Republicans sparred over whether drug testing for welfare would unfairly target the poor.

"If they're clean, what's the problem?" asked Rep. Dave Shatz, R-Sullivan, who voted in favor of the bill.

"The problem is, it's demeaning," said Rep. Rory Ellinger, D-University City, who voted against.

"It's not demeaning if you're not breaking the law," Schatz countered.

Also at issue was the bill's $2 million price tag. That figure assumes that all welfare recipients in Missouri would be tested for drugs; the bill's language, however, requires that people be tested only if there is reason to believe that that person is using drugs.

Having been perfected, the bill will be read once more before a final vote in the House. If passed, it will then move to the Senate.

Missouri House gives preliminary approval to welfare drug testing

Wednesday, January 26, 2011 ~ Updated 1:48 PM
Missouri News Horizon
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. - The Missouri House has given first round approval to legislation that would disqualify adults found to be using drugs from receiving their payments under the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families act. Sponsor, Rep. Ellen Brandom, R-Sikeston, said taxpayer money should not go to subsidize drug habits of adults who receive public assistance. Under the legislation, a parent who tests positive for drugs would be disqualified from the program. The rest of the money the family receives under the program would be given to a qualified third party who would take care of the family's needs. Opponents of the plan say it unfairly targets single parent minority homes and does not provide for treatment of the affected parent. The House voted 121-37 in favor of the bill which faces final passage in the House before moving on to the State Senate. 

House set to approve drug tests for TANF program

SPRINGFIELD NEWS-LEADER  Written by Roseann Moring
The Missouri House is set to pass yet again a bill that would allow for drug testing of recipients of a cash welfare program, but the Senate hasn't signed off on the measure.

The bill would allow for testing of those who receive benefits through the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families, which is aimed at helping poor parents who are trying to get a job. A family of three receives at most about $300 through the program.

The proposal tasks the state Department of Social Services with developing rules to test those it has reasonable suspicion to believe are taking drugs. If a person fails a drug test, he or she is removed from benefits and can reapply in a year. Children of that person would continue to receive money through a third party.

Similar bills have been proposed in the Senate, but such a bill has never passed in that chamber. It has passed in the House several years in a row.

"It's an issue of fundamental fairness to the taxpayer," said Sen. Jack Goodman, R-Mount Vernon, a Senate sponsor of the proposal.

The bill is estimated to cost $2 million, but it does not specify who would pay for the drug tests or treatments. The sponsor, Rep. Ellen Brandom, R-Sikeston, believes that cost is inflated because it assumes the tests will cost $55 each. She said $35 or even less is a more accurate number.

The House approved the bill 131-37. It needs one more vote to move to the Senate. Members voted down an amendment that would have made implementation dependent on state funding.

The federal laws governing TANF allow for drug testing, and at least two other states do it, Arizona and Wisconsin.

Proponents such as Springfield resident Tom Edmonds say the bill saves taxpayers money.

Edmonds traveled to Jefferson City earlier this month to testify for the bill in a House committee. He said he'd become interested in the bill and has pushed for its passage with lawmakers.

He said all public aid recipients should be drug-tested -- even those on disability, such as Edmonds himself.

Goodman said recipients should be able to pass a drug test anyway. The program is aimed at those who are seeking a job, and many jobs require drug testing. Edmonds alerted his representative, Republican Melissa Leach, who became the first co-sponsor of this year's bill.

"This is something our private citizens deal with every day," said Rep. Thomas Long, R-Springfield.

Sara Lampe, D-Springfield, joined 18 other Democrats in voting for the bill. She said she agrees with the premise, but she would have liked to see funding for treatment in the bill.

But for some, such as Rep. Kevin Elmer, R-Nixa, the estimated $2 million cost is just too much for the state.

He worries that it would increase the number of state employees, and he said he couldn't justify asking schools to make cuts while passing bills with such a high cost.

"I have agonized over this," he said.

Elmer, a lawyer, also believes the bill might not pass constitutional muster because bureaucrats would be deciding who should be drug-tested.

"Just because you're poor, you can be subjected to the whims of some administrative person," he said.

A law that required drug testing of all TANF recipients in Michigan was struck down as unconstitutional. But Missouri proponents hope that a narrower focus makes this one constitutional.

Elmer was the only Republican to vote against the bill.

Opponents also worry about the loss of a drug-using parent's benefits, which would be about $60.

Some, such as Rep. Kiki Curls, D-Kansas City, say the program shouldn't be implemented until the state can pay for drug treatment.

There have been other versions of the proposal. Sen. Bill Stouffer, R-Napton, endorsed a suggestion he said came from the governor's office. Under that proposal, the program would start off only drug-testing those who are not working toward getting a job, which is estimated to be about 5,000 people.

Rep. Ryan Silvey, R-Kansas City, proposed that elected officials also be required to be drug-tested, but the House speaker didn't allow debate on that amendment.

The bills
The House passed HB 73, sponsored by Rep. Ellen Brandom, R-Sikeston. Other versions of the bill are HB 47, SB 5, SB 7 and SB 74.They're at house.mo.gov and senate.mo.gov. The House must vote on its bill one more time before it goes to the Senate. There, it would have to go to a committee hearing, then pass a vote of the full Senate. It would then go to the governor to sign or veto.
UPDATE: Bill for drug testing receives approval in the House

Wednesday, January 26, 2011 | 9:29 p.m. CST 

COLUMBIA MISSOURIAN  BY Christi Warren
JEFFERSON CITY — House lawmakers gave first-round approval to a bill that would mandate drug testing for Missouri welfare recipients Wednesday.

The bill moved on with a 121-37 vote. If passed, the law would require work-eligible recipients of the federal Temporary Assistance for Needy Families program to undergo drug testing should they be deemed potential drug users by a social service agent with any amount of "reasonable suspicion."

Those who fail the test would lose $58 from the amount given to them by the government, roughly 20 percent of the $292 that Rep. Jill Schupp, D-St. Louis County, said is the amount an average three person family can expect to receive. The remainder of the funds would still be received by the family, only they would be assigned to a third party who would appropriate them to the care of the child. This restriction would last for a full year, at which point the applicant would be given the opportunity to re-test.

Opposition to the bill came largely from Democrats, with only one Republican representative joining them.

Rep. Kevin Elmer, R-Nixa, said it was the bill's cost that swayed his vote.

"It had a $2 million fiscal note," Elmer said. "And we, as Republicans, are going to sit there and vote for that kind of growth in government?"

Former director of a statewide anti-poverty group, Rep. Jeanette Oxford, D-St. Louis City, also opposed the bill. She cited concerns about how it would not only affect the parents but also the 70,000 children receiving benefits from the program.

"Taking away that little bit of money is apt to lead to deeper problems: homelessness, utility disconnection, things that aren't good for the kids," Oxford said. "There is no parents' portion truly. ... All that money is needed by that household to survive."

The bill's sponsor, Rep. Ellen Brandom, R-Sikeston, argued that "taxpayers do not want to see their hard-earned dollars being spent for substance abuse products illegally."

One out of every three Democrats supported the bill; Rep. Chris Kelly, D-Columbia, was one of them. While he voted in favor of the bill, he said he hopes that over time a better version will arise, specifically with regard to the definition of "reasonable suspicion."

According to Kelly, the bill would ideally call for the testing of individuals "who are failing to comply with other requirements, like the work training requirement."

The bill will be subject to one more vote by the House before it moves to the Senate for final approval.

Rex Sinquefield making an impact for local control of St. Louis police 

TONY MESSENGER • POST-DISPATCH

JEFFERSON CITY • Like star Brazilian soccer players, the most prolific campaign donor in Missouri politics is known by one name.

Say "Rex" in the Capitol and there is no doubt who you are talking about.

Ever since he burst on the state's political scene by putting his money behind the school choice movement, retired St. Louis investor Rex Sinquefield, who also has a home in Wesphalia, Mo., has become one of the state's biggest movers and shakers.

Chess, not soccer, is Sinquefield's game, but when he starts moving pieces around, the state's politicians listen.

Such has been the case over the past couple of weeks when Sinquefield pushed the "local control" issue to the front burner.

For years, St. Louis leaders have sought to return the control of its Police Department to the city from the governor, who has appointed the board that oversees local cops since the Civil War. The feeling then — and now, in some circles — was that the city's Police Department was too important to the state to be run by local politicians.

The arrangement has stuck for 150 years, and nearly every year a bill comes and goes in the Missouri Legislature seeking, and failing, to change it.

But never before has Sinquefield been involved.

Already, he's made a difference.

Speaker of the House Steve Tilley, R-Perryville, now backs the measure, and that all but assures it will get through the House, where the bill has already passed committee and is ready to go to the floor.

On Wednesday, the bill received its first Senate hearing, and Sen. Joe Keaveny, D-St. Louis, is more confident than ever that the bill will pass.

Sinquefield gives more money in Missouri politics than any other individual giver, and in Jefferson City, money talks. He's Tilley's top individual benefactor, and he also holds that title for St. Louis Mayor Francis Slay, a Democrat who testified in favor of local control in the Senate on Wednesday.

"Quite frankly, I'm glad he's on my side," Keaveny said. "There are outstate legislators who previously didn't care much about this issue, and now they're asking me to walk them through it. Rex's involvement has raised the profile of local control."

But for all of Sinquefield's money, he hasn't had much success in the legislative arena.

Part of that is because of the big ideas he's pushing. There are a lot of obstacles to passing school choice, or his latest issue — the Fair Tax.

The mere mention of Sinquefield's name causes some Democrats to protest his involvement. Keaveny gets that. "Some people resent the fact that Rex can speak so loudly," he said. Even some Republicans bristle at the notion of Sinquefield getting all the attention in the local control issue, lest voters believe that his money is influencing their decision-making.

When I wrote last week of Sinquefield's involvement in the local control issue, some St. Louis Democratic activists — including Adam Shriver — went to Twitter and the blogosphere to express their dismay.

Shriver's concern: "I think we'd want to be very suspicious of this new collaboration, and ask what exactly he's getting in return," he wrote of Rex.

Sen. Maria Chappelle-Nadal, D-University City, made it clear where she stood on "Rex's" involvement when she sarcastically referred to him as "his Rexiness."

In some ways, though, Sinquefield's involvement in the issue makes sense, despite his work bankrolling the initiative petition that could erase earnings taxes in St. Louis and Kansas City. While he has spent most of his political money on Republicans, he's had the backing of city Democrats very early on who see school choice as a cure for the troubled city school district.

As Sinquefield's lobbyist, Travis Brown, pointed out in the House hearing on local control: It makes sense for Sinquefield to support local control after pushing to have city residents have a say in their earnings tax.

One way or another, Sinquefield's involvement in the issue completely changes the look of the chess board. Within a week of making his support public, Sinquefield gave $300,000 to a political action committee that filed initiative petitions to bring local control of police to both St. Louis and Kansas City. And Kansas City officials haven't even asked for the change.

With Slay, the old soccer player, joining forces with Sinquefield, the chess master, the debate over local control has changed.

Whatever game is now being played, make no mistake, Rex intends to win.

Sen. Chappelle-Nadal stands in the way of "local control" bill

By TONY MESSENGER   POST-DISPATCH

The vote on police control
HOW THEY VOTED

Here's how St. Louis' delegation in the Missouri House voted on the bill to provide local control of the St. Louis Police Department:

Yes • Chris Carter, Jacob Hummel, Tishaura O. Jones, James T. Morris, Jamilah Nasheed, Jeanette Mott Oxford, Hope Whitehead

No • Mike Colona, Michele Kratky, Michael Vogt

Absent • Rachel Storch

Note: All are Democrats

JEFFERSON CITY -- An often testy hearing that lasted more than 3 hours on the issue of local control of St. Louis police made one thing very clear:

If supporters of the issue want to see the bill make it through the Senate, they have a lot of work to do to get Sen. Maria Chappelle-Nadal, D-University City, on their side.

In tough questioning of both St. Louis Mayor Francis Slay and Board of Aldermen President Lewis Reed, Chappelle-Nadal clashed with the city leaders and made it clear she believes the local control bill could do away with the city police officers' pensions.

But that's simply not the case, argued Sen. Joe Keaveny, D-St. Louis, the sponsor of the bill. The bill has language that keeps control of the pension under control of the state, as it is now, even if the city takes over management of the police officers.

That wasn't good enough for Chappelle-Nadal.

"Where's the guarantee?" she asked Slay several times. "I want to make sure they get the same benefits they get right now."

At one point, Chappelle-Nadal sarcastically referred to one of the bill's supporters -- retired St. Louis investor and political activist Rex Sinquefield -- as "his Rexiness" while criticizing Slay for not campaigning against the November initiative Sinquefield backed to force a tax on the city's earnings tax.

Slay defended his actions, noting that he and other city leaders saved their money for a fight they could win, the April vote over whether the city will keep the 1 percent tax.

As they did in the House hearing on a similar bill, police officers testified that they believed the current system was less political than one might be under the city. But mostly, they offered testimony concerned about the future of their pensions.

"I want to know what is going to be done to my pension," said Sgt. Heather Taylor, a city police officer. "When I am done here, I want to have my pension."

The House bill passed committee last week and is awaiting debate on the floor. Today's long Senate hearing suggested the fight could take longer on that side of the Capitol.

During the hearing, Chappelle-Nadal and Reed became testy with each other more than once. The difficulty started when Chappelle-Nadal questioned why Reed and other supporters of local control bother to point out that the current law is in place because the governor and Legislature at the time of the Civil War were Southern sympathizers who didn't want St. Louis residents to have control of their police departments.

Chappelle-Nadal asked Reed if he would support adding a section to the bill giving "reparations" to African-Americans.

When Reed suggested that topic had nothing to do with the bill, Chappelle-Nadal cut him off.

"I am the senator," she told Reed. "I get to ask the questions."

Read Keaveny's bill here.

Campaign is launched to save KC earnings tax

By DAVE HELLING
The Kansas City Star

Keeping Kansas City’s earnings tax is essential for protecting the area’s quality of life, supporters said Wednesday in launching a campaign to save the levy April 5.

The tax — a 1 percent levy on the incomes of people who live or work in the city — “supports a very vital part of the underpinning of this city,” said Don Hall Jr. of Hallmark Cards, one of five co-chairs of the Save Kansas City Committee. “To provide basic services … police protection, fire protection, health and safety.”

Hall was introduced at a news conference with his co-chairs: consultant Dianne Cleaver, wife of Rep. Emanuel Cleaver; former park board member Anita Gorman; Vince Ortega, a former deputy chief of the Kansas City Police Department; and Norine Accurso of the Kansas City Silver Haired Council.

No current or former members of the City Council are in the leadership group, and none attended Wednesday’s news conference. Campaign officials said elected officials were excluded because renewal of the tax isn’t political.

The campaign plans a formal kickoff rally Feb. 14 at Union Station.

There is no organized opposition to renewal of the tax, which provides more than $200 million for the city’s general budget, money that would be lost over 10 years if the tax is repealed.

The April 5 referendum is required by a law Missouri’s voters approved in November. Then, some tax opponents said repeal would help businesses and wage earners, encourage job growth and force more efficiency at City Hall.

Missouri senator wants to change petition rules

St. Louis Business Journal 

Date: Tuesday, January 25, 2011, 3:36pm CST

Missouri Sen. Jolie Justus, D-Kansas City, has introduced a resolution aimed at making voter referendums and initiatives a more difficult process.

Senate Joint Resolution 13, brought to the Senate floor for a first read on Monday, would require that petition initiatives proposing constitutional changes be signed by 8 percent of legal voters in each congressional district — as opposed to the current requirement of 8 percent of voters in two-thirds of the congressional districts in Missouri — to make the ballot.

Along similar lines, the bill says referendums must gain signatures from 5 percent of legal voters in each congressional district, as opposed to the current requirement for only two-thirds of the districts.

Justus said the resolution is designed to make it harder and more expensive for wealthy people and organizations to “buy” laws and constitutional amendments.

In November, wealthy St. Louis businessman Rex Sinquefield led a campaign, financed in large part by himself, to force elections about the earnings taxes in St. Louis and Kansas City.

Statewide voters easily passed Proposition A, which led to scheduled spring elections in St. Louis and Kansas City where voters in those cities must decide to either repeal or keep the 1-cent tax on earnings for people who live or work in the cities’ limits.

MO Senate Committee Approves Expansion of Texting & Driving Ban

Jefferson City, MO) -- A Senate committee on transportation has approved a bill that would apply Missouri’s texting while driving ban to drivers of all ages. 

The state already prohibits drivers younger than 21 from texting, but supporters of the expansion say that the use of mobile communication devices while driving creates a dangerous distraction regardless of age. 

The current texting law, which has been in effect since 2009, carries a $200 penalty. 

The committee's vote will enable the measure to be debated on the Senate floor. Missouri is one of 38 states that has either a full or partial ban on texting while driving.


(Tim Sampson, Missouri News Horizon) 

MOSERS earns 16% return in 2010

St. Louis Business Journal 

Date: Wednesday, January 26, 2011, 12:34pm CST

The Missouri State Employees’ Retirement System (MOSERS) said Wednesday that its investment portfolio generated a net return of 16 percent for the 2010 calendar year, ending the year with nearly $7.7 billion in assets.

MOSERS said the net investment returns mark the second-straight calendar year of double-digit gains for the public pension fund.

MOSERS, which is led by Executive Director Gary Findlay, said its investments generated $2.9 billion since the fund’s low point in March 2009, for a cumulative return since then of nearly 50 percent.

In 2010, the fund’s public equity program returned 16.5 percent, the public debt portfolio returned 11.4 percent and the alternative investments returned 19.6 percent, MOSERS said.

“We outperformed our benchmark by 3.8 percent, generating approximately an additional $262 million in earnings, which will keep contributions from the state down, helping to relieve pressure on the state budget,” MOSERS Chief Financial Officer Rick Dahl said in a statement.

MOSERS is a statewide public pension fund providing retirement, life insurance and long-term disability benefits for 100,000 state employees, retirees and beneficiaries.

Senate bill calls for study of teacher compensation

By Virginia Young   POST-DISPATCH

JEFFERSON CITY -- Senate Education Committee Chairman David Pearce says the state shouldn't hurry to overhaul teacher pay and tie compensation to students' progress.

Pearce, R-Warrensburg, presented a bill today that would set up an 11-member commission to study the topic and report its findings by Dec. 31. 

Members would include four legislators, three teachers, the commissioner of education, the teacher retirement system director, a private-sector human resources expert and an academic researcher.

"They would give us some direction," Peace told the Education Committee.

One direction would be predetermined: The bill says the panel's recommendations should include a system that bases teachers' evaluations at least 50 percent on the academic growth of their students.

Though he didn't like locking in that result, Otto Fajen of the Missouri National Education Association supported the bill.  Other teacher groups -- the Missouri State Teachers Association and the American Federation of Teachers -- were neutral.

But Byron Clemens, of the AFT St. Louis Local 420, did have one unusual request: that the slot for an academic researcher not go to Michael Podgursky, a University of Missouri-Columbia professor who does education research for prominent school choice advocate Rex Sinquefield.

The committee took no vote on the bill.

Pearce said after the hearing that he had no one in mind for the commission other than himself.

His approach may run into trouble with Republican legislators who want to move more quickly toward merit pay and an end to the tenure system. House leaders have made those issues top priorities.

Pearce said more data is needed before such a far-reaching change is made.

"It's a huge topic, anytime you look at teacher effectiveness. This is not just something you rush into."

The House still plans to put the issue on the fast track, Speaker Steve Tilley, R-Perryville, said in a brief interview. He expects a bill on the subject to be filed in about a month.

"I don't think we need a study," Tilley said.

Area educators take wait-and-see stance on president's plan

Thursday, January 27, 2011
By M.D. Kittle ~ Southeast Missourian

Members of the Southeast Missouri education community in large part liked what they heard from President Barack Obama's State of the Union address Tuesday, but they're waiting to see how the vision turns out. 

Topping the president's list is leaving behind the federal No Child Left Behind Act -- at least what he and many educators believe are inflexible academic standards. Under the law, all U.S. students are mandated to be proficient in math and communication arts by 2014. Many school districts in Missouri and elsewhere are struggling to hit annually rising performance targets. 

"Realistic kinds of expectations need to be incorporated versus some of the things in NCLB," said Ron Anderson, superintendent of the Jackson School District. "Everybody knew those standards would not be possible to obtain." 

Obama wants to expand his administration's Race to the Top initiative, praising the competitive grant program as the "most meaningful reform of our public schools in a generation." 

"For less than 1 percent of what we spend on education each year, it has led over 40 states to raise their standards for teaching and learning," he said. 

The program has its critics, too, who say Race to the Top's competitive funding nature is missing schools in need. And with a divided Congress, dramatic education change like Obama is calling for could prove a hard sell -- although educators say an improving economy and the dust settling on health care reform could open up meaningful dialogue on education. 

The president is calling on Congress to extend a $10,000 college tax credit and pay for 100,000 more science and technology teachers over the next decade. That's a big investment in U.S. institutions of higher education. 

Southeast Missouri State University provost Ronald Rosati said Obama's call for bolstering the nation's biomedical research, clean air technology and information technology all would bode well for Southeast's expansion plan. The university is relying on enrollment growth and efficiency to offset cuts in state and federal funding. 

"Frankly, higher education doesn't just help with job creation, it brings a lot of money into the United States," Rosati said. He pointed to the 580 international students at Southeast and the estimated $5.8 million they pump into the local economy. "We are an industry in our own right, we are very competitive, and it's something our governments see a need to support." 

With a 2011 federal deficit projected to hit nearly $1.5 trillion, the question is how taxpayers are going to pay for ambitious education programs. 

For college administrators like Devin Stephenson, the question is, what's the cost if America doesn't invest in higher education? The president of Three Rivers Community College has presided over a two-year community college that has seen 19 percent enrollment growth over the past couple of years. 

As financially dire as things once looked in Missouri, Stephenson is celebrating Gov. Jay Nixon's plans to keep higher education budget cuts to 7 percent. 

"That's less than half of what we anticipated," he said, "and a 15 to 20 percent cut would be as much as $1 million for us." 

A planned tuition increase and continued enrollment growth should keep Three Rivers in good financial shape, Stephenson said. 

Gerald Landewee, superintendent of the Oak Ridge School District, said despite the pledges and rhetoric, there isn't a lot of clear direction on funding for education from the state and federal governments. There are plenty of ideas. Under one state proposal to reduce expenses, small school districts like Oak Ridge could lose considerable funding. Landewee said it's a long time before the legislature wraps up its work in late spring, and much could happen to affect education funding. 

Landewee is taking a wait-and-see approach. 

"We will continue to have school and we will continue to do great things for our children," he said. 

Educators welcome Obama's emphasis on schools
By Dale Singer, Beacon staff 
Posted 4:39 pm, Wed., 1.26.11 

President Barack Obama's emphasis on education in Tuesday night's State of the Union address was welcome to St. Louis educators who appreciated the recognition he gave to the role of teachers and the importance of good schools in sharpening U.S. competitiveness.
Now, of course, comes the hard part. As the 2014 deadline of the No Child Left Behind approaches, when all American students are expected to be performing at grade level, most educators accept that the standard is unrealistic. Still undecided is what will take its place, in the reauthorization of what is now known as ESEA, the Elementary and Secondary Education Act.

While those details are being sorted out -- as well as philosophical questions about the role of the federal government in local education, how to encourage parents to become more involved in their children's progress and other issues -- the president's plug for the teaching profession was most appreciated.

"If you want to make a difference in the life of our nation," he said Tuesday night to young people wondering what to do when they grow up, "if you want to make a difference in the life of a child -- become a teacher. Your country needs you."

Our members are thrilled that the president gave teachers that kind of recommendation," said Chris Guinther president of Missouri NEA. "He recognizes that to make our public schools great, we need great teachers. We're also pleased that he talked about investment in public education as an investment in our future. That recognition is important to have."

Added Sam Hausfather, dean of education at Maryville University:

"One of the great challenges we face in this country is the status in which teachers are held, which is the cause of why we don't have the best and the brightest becoming teachers. Anything that can encourage more people to go into teaching is welcome.

"The major reason teachers leave the profession is their working conditions. That's all part of that professionalism, that status. When teachers are treated as professionals, they stay in the classroom. When they're treated as interchangeable cogs in the machine and as technicians, they tend to leave."

Here's what else people had to say about the president's views on education:

On No Child Left Behind

"The emphasis has been on a very static test score as the way that children and their schools are judged," said Hausfather  "That has caused all kinds of problems with judging schools poorly that are actually doing pretty well.
"I know there is a lot of talk about going to growth models. I'm hoping that No Child Left Behind will move to a multiple-measures approach where you're not just depending on test scores of fairly basic skills of what we do in schools. With a growth model, you are looking at how children progressed and what a teacher has added to that progression in a year.

"But likewise, there also have to be more in-classroom measures, more of an emphasis on community- and district-designed tests that test a wider range of goals for schools. Schools don't exist only for teaching reading, writing and arithmetic. They're also the basis of our democracy, so citizenship is a very important part of what is taught in schools, along with subjects like science, social studies and the arts."

Thomas Walker, executive director for KIPP charter schools in St. Louis, said he strives to maintain high expectations for teachers that can be passed along to their students.

"I don't think the element of accountability will ever leave," Walker said. "I expect to hear more about testing. The challenge there is what kind of testing will be considered appropriate to validate effectiveness.

"I would suggest we need consistent and constant assessment of a child's growth -- not just an end-of-year assessment, but urging schools to demonstrate where children began and how they are moving along. However reauthorization plays out, it will have an impact on accountability and more positive results for charters and for student outcomes."

Guinther also sees a continued emphasis on accountability but hopes the requirements in the new federal education law are more realistic and a more accurate measure of how students are doing.

"The No. 1 problem now is the high-stakes testing and the unfunded mandates," she said. "The way No Child Left Behind was written, it leaves parents out of the mix. We know it's important for students to make progress, but parents have to be involved in schools as much as they can be.

"Parents have to feel that they are an integral part of their children's education. NCLB really veered away from the original intent of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act. It recognized that you have to have accountability, and we absolutely agree with that. But accountability standards have to be reasonable, and goals have to be achievable. There was such a heavy emphasis on testing, that it was going to judge the effectiveness of schools, that we felt there were huge pieces missing."

On Race to the Top

"Missouri did not get a grant from Race to the Top," Hausfather noted, "and I was concerned how much (Obama) highlighted that program. Federal initiatives need to be broad enough that they can cut across all the states, not just the 11 states that won the race to the top.
"I think there were problems with the criteria; they were too prescriptive. One of the things that made it hard for Missouri was that we allow charter schools only in St. Louis and Kansas City, so that push for charters hurt, despite research that has shown charters are not necessarily more effective.

"We are moving forward as a state. Quite a few of the initiatives were started in that application for Race to the Top and I think we're doing a good job in terms of pushing various groups within the state to work collaboratively on the issues raised by the competition. But obviously we have to do it with very little money."

Guinther had strong feelings on Missouri's failure to come up with more money for schools.

"We believe that there are places that Missouri and our nation can look at," she said. "Many of our large corporations have completely evaded their responsibility of paying taxes, with loopholes.

"We need to get over the idea that taxes are bad. Taxes need to be equitable. They can't be regressive. We all have the responsibility to pay taxes, and that includes our large corporations that have huge loopholes that allow them not to pay taxes on their profits. What corporations look at when they come into a community is the workforce and what public policy is in place to train that workforce."

On education as the road to innovation

"We need to teach and encourage students to be innovation and creative," Hausfather said. "That doesn't happen in preparing for standardized tests. We need to judge the creativity and the innovation in the curriculum and opportunities that are given to children to develop more in-depth studies that can reflect the complexity of the world that they are going to be dealing with."
Added KIPP's Walker:

"I was very pleased with his emphasis on innovative practices, which we think at KIPP we are very much a part of, with our extended school days. Our environment is a little unique. We have a high benchmark for our teachers, in terms the quality we are looking for.

"We have to have teachers become a part of the planning in their professional development. I think the president hit the nail on the head when he said that becoming a teacher is an important part of helping education to succeed. We typically encourage our high-performing graduates to go into more lucrative fields. We need to re-establish teaching as a prestigious profession."

Missouri Gov. Jay Nixon nominates two UM curators

Wednesday, January 26, 2011 |  

COLUMBIA MISSOURIAN BY Victoria Guida
COLUMBIA—Gov. Jay Nixon nominated two attorneys Wednesday to fill empty seats on the University of Missouri System Board of Curators.

Van Matre is a Columbia resident, a graduate of the MU School of Law and president of the law firm Van Matre, Harrison, Hollis, Pitzer & Taylor.

Donald Cupps has been nominated by Gov. Jay Nixon as a member of UM System Board of Curators. 

Craig Van Matre has been nominated by Gov. Jay Nixon as a member of UM System Board of Curators. 

Cupps serves as the attorney for the city of Cassville and the Barry County Development Authority.

Their appointments are subject to approval by the Missouri Senate.

Craig Van Matre
A veteran of the Air Force, Van Matre is a licensed pilot. He has served on the Coordinating Board for Higher Education since he was nominated byNixon in 2010, a position he will now leave to serve as a curator.

"Craig Van Matre has long provided valuable counsel to leading citizens of mid-Missouri and is very well-respected in the legal, business and education communities," Nixon said in a news release.

Van Matre reflected on the retirement of Missouri University of Science and Technology Chancellor John Carney III, the imminent tuition increases and the future search for a new UM System president and said there will be "lots to do."

"The actual truth is (the nomination) comes with a degree of anxiety," he said.

Van Matre said his experience on the Coordinating Board for Higher Education and the Stephens College Board of Trustees have provided him with useful knowledge, but he still has a lot to learn.

"I need a little bit of time to learn things before I shoot my mouth off," Van Matre said. "It's an enormous institution — one with a long history. ... It's going to take me a while to get up to speed."

Van Matre was recently honored by the MU School of Law with its Citation of Merit award. Van Matre also has a post-graduate law degree in taxation from NYU's School of Law.

He has represented a number of developers in Columbia, including Stan Kroenke, Otto Maly and owners of The Tiger Hotel. He has also served as chairman of the community advisory committee to the Missouri Foundation for Health, as well as vice chairman of the Boone County Mental Health Board of Trustees.

Van Matre would replace Bo Fraser as curator.

"Bo has been a wonderful curator," Van Matre said. "I'm going to try to model my behavior on how he behaved. I think he did a wonderful job."

Van Matre's term will end Jan. 1, 2013.

Donald Cupps
Also a graduate of MU School of Law, Cupps is president of the law firm Ellis, Cupps and Cole in Cassville. Much of his work involves representing southwest Missouri farmers.

"His dedication to public education and community service and his experience in business and agricultural communities will serve the people of Missouri well on the Board of Curators," Nixon said in a news release.

Cupps, who would replace John Carnahan as curator, has a bachelor's degree from MU in agricultural economics. His parents, wife and brother are also also MU graduates.

He serves on the board of trustees for the Public School Retirement System of Missouri. He has also served on the boards of directors for the South Barry County Hospital District, the County Employee Retirement Fund and the Cassville Industrial Development Corporation.

Cupps's term will end Jan. 1, 2017.

Search for Missouri university president begins 

COLUMBIA, Mo. (AP) -- The search for a new University of Missouri president is beginning in earnest.
The Board of Curators planned to discuss the search for Gary Forsee's permanent replacement during their regularly scheduled meeting Thursday in Columbia.

Forsee stepped down earlier this month to care for his ill wife. Acting president Steve Owens has said he is not interested in a permanent job leading the four-campus system.

The curators are expected to hire an executive search firm to guide the process. They also expect to appoint an advisory committee of faculty members and others who would offer suggestions to the board, which has final hiring approval.

Tuition hike of almost 5 percent recommended for UMKC

By MARÁ ROSE WILLIAMS
The Kansas City Star

For the first time, tuition at each of the four University of Missouri system campuses will vary, and all likely will be more expensive this summer. 

System officials are recommending that University of Missouri curators approve an average 5.5 percent increase in tuition and required fees for in-state undergraduate students. 

If the curators approve, the University of Missouri-Kansas City will see a 4.8 percent tuition-and-fees increase.

Curators will discuss and vote on the issue today and Friday in Columbia.

“We wish we could continue to hold the line on tuition and fees as we have for the past two years,” said Steve Owens, interim system president.

“But even with the increases we will recommend to the curators, the proposed 7 percent cut in state appropriations will leave about a $42 million shortfall for the university — and that’s after we cut an additional $11.3 million in efficiencies that we identified in the process of planning for next year’s budget.” 

The recommended increases among the campuses in Kansas City, Rolla, St. Louis and Columbia range from 4.7 percent at the St. Louis school to 6.6 percent at the science and technology campus in Rolla. 

At Columbia, the request is for a 5.8 percent increase. Curators approved setting separate tuitions so each school could adjust to particular needs, individual markets and economic circumstances.

Owens said while state funding declined over the past decade, university enrollment soared by 17,000 students. “State support per student has dropped 28 percent, from $10,462 to $7,510,” Owens said. 

At this week’s meeting, curators also will consider increasing nonresident undergraduate tuition and fees, resident and nonresident graduate tuition and fees, various professional school tuition rates and other enrollment fees.

University seeks to raise in-state tuition

7:10 AM, Jan. 27, 2011  |  

Written by News-Leader staff

Missouri State University is proposing to raise the tuition for in-state undergraduate students 4.3 percent to $194 for 2011-2012, up from the current rate of $186.

The last time MSU charged higher tuition for in-state undergraduate students was 2008.

In 2009, MSU kept its tuition flat in a pact with Gov. Jay Nixon in exchange for no cut in state appropriations.

In 2010, the university raised the fee to $191, but the board waived it in a similar agreement with Nixon in exchange for a modest cut in state funding.

Missouri’s public colleges cannot raise their tuition above the annual CPI without being penalized in state aid, but a waiver can be requested.

MSU looking to future after budget cuts

Across-the-board pay raise unlikely, but some could see boost, president says.

11:00 PM, Jan. 26, 2011  |  

SPRINGFIELD NEWS-LEADER   Written by Didi Tang 

No longer worried about cutting its budget, Missouri State University is taking a new direction for the near future.

Instead of trimming expenses, MSU wants to identify new initiatives and programs to improve the university.

The changes will be funded mostly through internal reallocation, MSU President Jim Cofer said.

But an across-the-board pay raise for university employees is unlikely for 2011-2012, Cofer said.

"There's not a whole lot of room to do that when you still have a high unemployment rate, and there is no salary increase for state employees," Cofer said.

But Cofer said MSU plans to come up with a small pool of money for "equity adjustments."

"We are talking about taking care of our lowest-paid employees," he said. "We want to take care of the most egregious."

He would not suggest how big the pool should be until he has more information about compensation.

For faculty, equity adjustments will be handled according to the Faculty Handbook, by which a faculty member can request a salary adjustment if his or her salary is out of line with peers, Cofer said.

For staff, Cofer suggested that the school's pay range system be updated.

MSU suspended pay raises in 2009-2010 and 2010-2011, when the university also held tuition flat for most students.

The new budget approach came after Gov. Jay Nixon delivered a better-than-expected funding proposal for Missouri's public colleges last week.

Before then, MSU had been bracing for a cut of as much as 20 percent -- $17 million -- in state funding.

Relief came when Nixon recommended a much smaller cut of 7 percent.

That would result in a loss of $6 million in state appropriations for MSU, which university officials say can be offset by a combination of a proposed 4-percent tuition increase and tapping the reserve fund.

"Certainly, the pressure is off," said Eric Bosch, a chemistry professor and chair of the university executive budget committee.

Cofer said the new tuition rate could be $194 per credit hour, up $8 from the current $186.

The increase is in line with inflation. MSU last bumped its tuition in 2008, from $179 to $186 per credit hour.

The tuition increase for 2011-2012, which must be approved by the MSU Board of Governors, is expected to generate an additional $2.8 million to $3 million, assuming a flat enrollment compared with 2010.

MSU also has a reserve fund of almost $10 million, and Cofer said one-third would be tapped to make up the remainder of the loss.

Though MSU expects no budget cuts, it does not mean business as usual. Strategic growth will come through reallocation and possibly one-time funding, Cofer said.

By now, each college -- which has its own budget committee -- has identified ways to trim expenses, Bosch said.

Now, the savings can help fund new initiatives and programs, Bosch said.

Cofer said they would be in line with the university's strategic goals. MSU is wrapping up its long-range planning for 2011-2016.

He said the ideas would come from the faculty.

A recent example is the newly established department of criminology and criminal justice, which is funded through dollar re-allocation within the College of Humanities and Public Affairs.

The university hopes to become well-known for its programs in criminology and criminal justice.

Missouri tops national list of black homicide rate, study shows

By TONY RIZZO
The Kansas City Star

The rate of black homicides in Missouri is once again the highest in the country, according to a national report released Wednesday.

It’s the second time in four years that Missouri has topped the annual study of victims compiled by the Violence Policy Center in Washington, D.C., using FBI statistics.

This year’s study found that Missouri’s black homicide rate was 39.90 per 100,000 people in 2008, the most recent year with data available. Pennsylvania, which topped the list the last two years, was second with a rate of 31.05 per 100,000.

Missouri also topped the list in 2008, when study authors used data from 2005.

Those years coincided with years that Kansas City recorded its largest number of homicides of the decade: 126 in 2008 and 127 in 2005.

Kansas placed 14th in this year’s study with a rate of 18.61, which is near the national rate of 18.07.

By contrast, the overall homicide rate for all races and all locations is 4.93 per 100,000, according to the report.

“It’s frightening,” said Alvin Brooks, longtime Kansas City anti-crime activist and founder of the Ad Hoc Group Against Crime.

Brooks said there is no “rhyme or reason” why Missouri would stand out when compared with other states that have larger African-American populations battling the same problems of poverty and lack of education.

Addressing those underlying issues is the best way to attack the violent crime problem on a long-term basis, Brooks said. “But long-term solutions are costly,” he said.

There were 287 black residents of Missouri killed in 2008, according to the report.

Of Kansas City’s 126 homicides that year, 95 victims were black. So far in 2011, four of the city’s six homicide victims have been black.

Besides Missouri and Pennsylvania, the other states in the top five in this year’s study were Indiana, Michigan and Tennessee.

Senators return to partisan form after State of the Union
By Robert Koenig, Beacon Washington correspondent 

Updated 6:51 pm, Wed., 1.26.11 

WASHINGTON - The bipartisan spirit at the State of the Union speech was already fading Wednesday as Missouri's U.S. senators separately bashed aspects of Congress while Illinois' senior senator restricted himself to lambasting Republican budget-cutters.
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At a morning appearance at the Newseum, Sen. Roy Blunt, R-Mo., complained that "our government was designed not to be efficient. And if any part of the government proves that, it's the U.S. Senate."

A couple of hours later, Blunt (right) joined nine other Republicans at a Capitol news conference to announce their support for a new balanced-budget amendment to the Constitution -- an approach that concedes, in effect, that Congress is incapable of balancing the federal budget.

"It's about spending no more money than you can collect," Blunt said, "and being able to collect as much money as you're committed to spend." Another sponsor of the amendment, Sen. Mark Kirk, R-Ill, said simply: "When our borrowing needs exceed $1.5 trillion, it's time to pass a balanced budget amendment."
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On the same spot a few minutes later, Sen. Dick Durbin, D-Ill. (right) -- the Senate's second-ranking Democrat -- called a press conference with Sen. Chuck Schumer, D-N.Y., to bash a $2.5 trillion spending-cut plan advocated by a key group of House Republicans as a "meat ax" approach to budget reduction. The Democrats warned that making those cuts in discretionary spending over 10 years would cost thousands of jobs and endanger the public by forcing layoffs of FBI agents, food-safety inspectors and nuclear-safety experts.

"The Republicans view the budget like a pinata," Durbin charged. "They believe if you put on a blindfold and swing away, no matter what you get is wasteful."

The senators' comments came on a day when the Congressional Budget Office estimated that the federal budget deficit will hit $1.5 trillion this year, another new record.

While Durbin promised to take a look at the latest version of the balanced-budget amendment -- a perennial initiative whose prime sponsor in this Congress is Sen. Orrin Hatch, R-Utah -- the Illinois senator said he was wary of "rushing to amend the Constitution," an approach he compared to "taking a [paint] roller to a Rembrandt."

Under the amendment backed by Hatch, Blunt, Kirk and others, federal spending would eventually be capped at 20 percent of the gross domestic product and the federal government would be required to balance its budget unless Congress votes to waive the requirement due to war or economic emergency.

Durbin did not give details on how he would reduce the deficit, but he confirmed that he is involved in talks with three other senators who served with him on the bipartisan deficit-reduction commission -- Sens. Tom Coburn, R-Okla., Mike Crapo, R-Wyo., and Budget Committee Chairman Kent Conrad, D-N.D. -- to try to develop a bipartisan approach that might stand a chance of Senate passage.

McCaskill goes after congressional pay

Meanwhile, Sen. Claire McCaskill, D-Mo., continued what she called a "clean up Congress" campaign on Wednesday by introducing a bill co-authored by Sen. John McCain, R-Ariz., to ban automatic congressional pay raises.
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"Someone decided years ago that it would be a great idea for members of Congress to get an automatic cost-of-living pay raise every year that could only be blocked if there was congressional action," McCaskill (right) said. "That's backward. You should not have to block a pay raise in order to stop it. You should have to earn a pay raise in order to get it."

Her bill -- similar to legislation advocated unsuccessfully for years by former Sen. Russ Feingold of Wisconsin -- is sponsored by Sen. John McCain, R-Az., and has several Senate co-sponsors. Congress passed separate bills in the last two years to block pay raises, but McCaskill said "we need to permanently end this practice."

The pay-raise bill is part of McCaskill's wider effort to change Senate rules that she regards as wrong -- including her efforts to ban earmarked appropriations and "secret holds" that allow senators to block or delay legislation or nominations anonymously. She is hoping that the Senate will vote on the secret holds issue later this week, and said her wider reform package would involve "a number of other proposals."

Responding to a question from the Beacon, McCaskill said other parts of that initiative would address questions such as: "Is the money that they save from their [congressional] budgets going to reduce the deficit? Do we have the accountability on travel money that we should in the public sector? And do we have the right kind of auditors to look at the way Congress spends money on their own budgets?"

McCaskill praised President Barack Obama for pledging in his State of the Union address to veto any bill with earmarks, but criticized Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid, D-Nev., for dismissing the earmark issue.

"I will fight Harry Reid on this. He's wrong" on earmarks, McCaskill said. "I take a lot of criticism in the [Democratic] caucus because of how outspoken I am about this very arbitrary and flawed process of earmarking."

Blunt's critique of the Senate

While McCaskill criticized her party's Senate leader, Blunt focused his criticism on the lack of legislative movement and administrative progress in the Senate.

At a forum sponsored by the Politico news organization, Blunt expressed frustration at the slow pace of the Senate -- in comparison with the House, where he served for nearly 14 years until he started as Missouri's junior senator this month.

Blunt said he used to tell former Sen. Christopher "Kit" Bond, R-Mo, that "if the Senate's a club, the House is a truck stop. I like the truck stop because it is bubbling all the time with energy."

Walking with another senator across the Capitol on Tuesday evening for the State of the Union address, Blunt said he told his companion: "Boy, it really seems slow over here to me." And the experienced senator responded: "It's slow until we get to 'glacially slow.' "

Blunt said that, so far, "I'm having a little bit of a hard time adjusting to that. The Senate is smaller, I think it expects you to work more in a bipartisan manner -- but it's also in no hurry. You know, we used to vote on the House floor all the time. If we've voted yet [this Congress], I've missed it."

That changed later Wednesday, when the Senate resumed after a recess and started legislative work again. But Blunt said he has been told he'll be stuck in his windowless temporary office in the basement of the Dirksen Senate Office Building for at least another couple of months -- until a permanent office is ready.

"We don't have committee assignments yet. We don't have offices yet," he said. "It is clearly a different body" than the House.

Politicians share financial goals, but favor different methods

11:00 PM, Jan. 26, 2011  |  

Written byMalia Rulon

Gannett Washington Bureau 

Washington -- The day after President Barack Obama called for reducing spending in his State of the Union address, Missouri's two senators introduced separate bills aimed at doing just that.

Sen. Roy Blunt of Springfield joined 18 other Republican senators in co-sponsoring legislation that would require Congress to pass a balanced budget. Any tax increases or deficit spending would need a two-thirds majority vote to pass.

"It's about spending no more money than you collect," Blunt said. "It sends the right message. The American people are ready for that."

The bill also would require the president to submit a balanced budget to Congress each year and cap annual spending at 20 percent of the gross domestic product. The restrictions could be waived in a time of war.

In 1997, a similar measure fell just one vote short. It was unclear whether the bill introduced Wednesday could pass the Democratic-controlled Senate. Although the senators said the bill would have bipartisan support, it does not yet have any Democratic co-sponsors.

Meanwhile, Sen. Claire McCaskill, D-Mo., unveiled legislation Wednesday that would prevent lawmakers from receiving an automatic pay raise each year, calling it a "very bad system that doesn't allow the accountability that average folks have."

Under current law, lawmakers receive a cost-of-living wage increase each year unless Congress passes a bill to block it. Congress passed bills in 2010 and this year to do that.

Under the bill introduced Wednesday, the process would be reversed -- lawmakers wouldn't get a pay raise unless they passed legislation approving one.

"You should not have to block a pay raise in order to stop it -- you should have to earn a pay raise in order to get it," McCaskill said. "We should permanently end this process."

The pay-raise bill is co-sponsored by Sen. John McCain, R-Ariz. It's similar to one that was introduced every year by former Sen. Russ Feingold, D-Wis., but never passed.
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Senator McCaskill wants to stop automatic pay raises 

  The Associated Press The Joplin Globe
SPRINGFIELD, Mo. — Missouri Sen. Claire McCaskill is sponsoring legislation that would stop federal lawmakers from receiving automatic pay raises to keep pace with inflation.

McCaskill, a Democrat, introduced the legislation Wednesday along with Republican Sen. John McCain of Arizona and nine other senators.

Under federal law, members of the U.S. House and Senate receive an automatic cost-of-living raise unless they vote to reject it. McCaskill wants to repeal that provision, meaning Congress members would have to vote for a pay raise to get one.

Senators and representatives are paid $174,000 a year. Their last pay increase occurred at the beginning of 2009. They rejected their scheduled pay raises for 2010 and 2011.

In '12 Senate field, no shortage of questions, GOP candidates

BY JAKE WAGMAN   POST-DISPATCH

ST. LOUIS -- The 2012 Republican primary field for U.S. Senate is beginning to crystallize even as the number of potential contenders may start to wane.

While St. Louis Hills Republican Ed Martin -- fresh off a strong showing in the November election -- is continuing to take a more aggressive posture, former U.S. Sen. Jim Talent has maintained a noticeably low profile.

Waiting to see what they decide are former state GOP chairwoman Ann Wagner, who recently lost a bid to lead the Republican National Committee, and former State Treasurer Sarah Steelman, the only declared challenger to Democratic Sen. Claire McCaskill.
On Wednesday, Martin issued a statement that criticized McCaskill and the president's State of the Union speech, as well as offering strong clues about his own future.

"After listening to a fresh wish list of expensive boondoggles, my wife Carol and I are considering a run for Senate very seriously," Martin said. "The Republican nominee to face Senator McCaskill must be someone who understands the limits of Constitutional government."

Martin clearly still has the campaign bug after a spirited run against U.S. Rep. Russ Carnahan -- in a district dominated by Democrats for decades -- fell about 4,600 votes short.

Talent -- who was unseated by McCaskill in 2006 -- has not shown the same enthusiasm.

Earlier this month, he accompanied an old friend, presidential aspirant Mitt Romney, on a trip to the Middle East and Afghanistan. While the excursion may help Romney's foreign policy portfolio, Talent's participation feels more like an audition for an advisory or surrogate role in somebody else's campaign.

With others already speculating about his next move, Talent may announce his plans in the next few days.

Wagner will likely wait for Talent to decide before choosing her next step -- the two have worked in the same Missouri GOP circles for years, making primary competition unlikely.

Still, it would take some gumption for Wagner to challenge Steelman for the nomination. Steelman was considering a Senate run last year, but instead decided to back U.S. Sen. Roy Blunt's campaign. A campaign that was chaired by Wagner.

Martin, on the other hand, would have little problem challenging Steelman -- he clashed with her office when Martin was the governor's chief of staff.

Across the state, U.S. Rep. Sam Graves, a Tarkio Republican, caused a stir when he told The Hill newspaper that he would not "close the door on running."

About the only Show-Me politician who is not talking about potential Republican Senate candidates is McCaskill, who was uncharacteristically tight-lipped about the subject.

"I'm going to do something that is sometimes difficult for me to do," McCaskill said during a conference call Wednesday. "Not talk about it."

EDITORIALS … & Letters to the Editor
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Koster has strong lake cleanup ideas

Missouri Attorney General Chris Koster says protecting the Lake of the Ozarks requires more study, more state inspectors and, yes, more money. But even in tight fiscal times, this effort would be well worth it because Missouri reaps $5 billion a year in economic benefits from the recreational area.

Continuing to push this problem down the road, as state and county officials have done for far too many years, would be irresponsible.

Koster this week sided with environmentalists and many others who are extremely concerned about occasional contamination of water in the Lake of the Ozarks. 

Koster fortunately showed he would not be persuaded by some business interests in the region who regrettably want to downplay the threat from pollution. He also showed he’s going to stand by Gov. Jay Nixon, who last year said he would support plans to improve the lake’s water quality.

As we have noted before, it’s tough to pin down how the health of swimmers, boaters and other lake users has been affected by problems from leaking sewage. But in a comprehensive plan outlined Tuesday, Koster says the state needs to do a far better job of finding out. Agreed, and the General Assembly should back that effort as should county governments in the region.

All of Koster’s ideas seem sensible, mostly because they should help answer questions people have had for years.

The attorney general also wants the Department of Natural Resources to hire more water-quality inspectors. Good idea, considering the last time inspections were beefed up two years ago, violations were found at more than one of every three sewer systems.

This newfound attention to the lake’s problems began when the Department of Natural Resources failed to alert the public to high levels of E. coli at the lake over a weekend in 2009. 

Looking back, that unconscionable decision has had positive consequences. 

First, Nixon stepped forward and said he recognized the need to be more aggressive in handling this problem. Now Koster has outlined ideas that could more effectively clean up the lake and help protect one of the state’s prime recreation areas long into the future.

The Star’s editorial | 

Earnings tax campaign rolls ahead

Kansas City’s crucial bid to renew the earnings tax in April is headed in the right direction.

City and civic officials are doing a good job providing the answers to key questions.

•Top corporate leaders appear to understand the need to keep the 1 percent tax that is levied on their employees and on their business profits.

On Tuesday, the Save Kansas City Committee rolled out an impressive list of co-chairs, led by Donald J. Hall Jr., Hallmark Cards chief executive officer and president. Speaking for many of his fellow executives, Hall said the e-tax is vital to maintaining public services including police and fire protection, which are important to all businesses.

•Taxes and fees could rise if voters kill the earnings tax.

Acting City Manager Troy Schulte recently proposed a plan that, if needed, would increase the property tax and collect a new monthly garbage fee from residents. Even together, they would raise only enough money to replace about 20 percent of the current e-tax revenue.

It’s becoming more clear that eliminating the tax — which is paid by people employed within the city limits, including those who live elsewhere — would result in new levies that would mostly burden only city residents. Such higher taxes would hit people on fixed incomes especially hard.

The Save Kansas City campaign has already raised an impressive $800,000. The unified front and comprehensive plan to promote a “yes” vote to keep the tax on April 5 speaks well for the city’s future.

MISSOURINET

Drug tests could be required for TANF recipients 

by Brent Martin on January 26, 2011

Those hoping to qualify for temporary public assistance might soon have to pass a drug test under a bill moving forward in the House.

Work-eligible recipients of Temporary Assistance for Needy Families, known as TANF, might have to undergo drug tests. If they fail the test, they lose benefits for a year.

Rep. Jill Schupp (D-Creve Coeur) notes the bill calls for drug tests if there is “reasonable suspicion” the recipient uses drugs.

“And if you are, we’re going to punish you, but who we’re really punishing are your children. Because, for 12 months, for one full year, we’re going to take $58 away from your family,” Schupp tells colleagues during House floor debate.

Schupp is confronted by Rep. Mark Parkinson (R-St. Charles) during debate who contends those who do drugs don’t deserve the benefit.

“I don’t know that shaving $58 a month off of a hard-core drug user’s salary is going to keep that person from using drugs,” Schupp tells Parkinson.

“It makes sure that my tax dollars, your tax dollars, all of our constituents’ tax dollars aren’t used to subsidize a drug user’s habit,” Parkinson responds.

Under provisions of HCS/HB 73 & 47, the children of the person failing the drug test would continue to receive benefits through a third party. There are approximately 33,000 TANF recipients in Missouri. Critics of the legislation say it seeks to punish, when it should seek to treat those with drug addictions. The legislation calls for the person who fails the drug test to be referred to a substance abuse treatment program approved by the state Department of Mental Health, but opponents counter that state budget cuts have created long waiting lists for those services.

The bill has passed the House amendment process on a 121-to-37 vote. Another favorable vote in the House sends the bill to the Senate.

“No lie” voting before senate committee (AUDIO)

by Bob Priddy on January 26, 2011

A plan that would Missourians vote without lying is back before the legisalture….and its outlook does not appear top be much better than it has been for the last five years.

St. Louis Senator Tim Green is picking up the bill this year that allows people to cast absentee ballots anytime during the three weeks before election day—and not have to lie about why they can’t vote at the regular time. “It’s time we stopped forcing people to lie when they go vote,” he says.

But county clerks worry that the state won’t pay the additional costs of early voting; that there’s uncertainty whether the bill will reduce the paperwork that goes with regular absentee balloting. Clerks association board member Daryl Kempf of Boonville even worries about several issues, icnluding parking. He says people won’t be able to find a place to park at the courthouse on courst days.

Green’s bill is before a senate committee. but the committee seems more focused on bills requiring voter photo-ID cards.

Green argues for his bill. 1:19 mp3
Kempf argues against bill 10:41 mp3
Nixon nominates new members for UM Board of Curators

by Ryan Famuliner on January 26, 2011





Craig Van Matre




Donald Cupps

Gov. Jay Nixon has nominated two men to serve on the University of Missouri Board of Curators.

Pending the approval of the Missouri Senate, Donald L. Cupps of Cassville would represent the Seventh Congressional District on the board. Cupps serves on the board of trustees for the Public School Retirement System of Missouri, and he is the attorney for the City of Cassville.

Nixon has also nominated Craig A. Van Matre of Columbia, who would represent the Ninth Congressional District on the board. He previously was a member of the Coordinating Board for Higher Education and is President of a Columbia law firm.

Both men are Democrats, and both got their law degrees from the University of Missouri.

MHEC: Tuition increases need to come with financial aid increases

by Ryan Famuliner on January 27, 2011

The President of the Midwestern Higher Education Compact gave some good news to the State Joint Committee on Education. Missouri’s membership in the compact saved it $4.6 million dollars last year because of the spending power the 12-state compact holds when it comes to things like software, hardware and insurance.

But Lana Oleen says research is an important function of the compact, too, and they’ve identified some problems.

“There are a couple of areas that each of our Midwestern states need to be very careful in tracking, and one of those is raising tuition and not following that with some kind of financial aid package for the poorer students. That’s a piece that I think all of us need to have a little better handle on,” Oleen said.

Oleen says states really need to take a hard look at how to increase financial aid, to close the gap in the amount of students from low-income families that can’t afford to continue their education.

“The Midwest, historically, has had open doors to higher education opportunities, more so than other parts of the country. The way that we have done that is the lower tuition, but we are kind of changing our own model. It’s been tough for a long time to go into the very, very populated states along the coasts and get into the public universities. However, in the Midwest, we are starting a trend and we need to be careful,” Oleen said.

She shared some of the other results of the compact’s research with the committee.

“You are one of the leaders within these comparison states in regard to the math preparation for school. On the other hand, there is a gap, which all of us are experiencing, Missouri’s not alone, between the rich and the poor in those test scores. So some of this, Mr. Chairman, can be used for further discussion and deliberation within your committee,” Oleen said.

You can find out more from the MHEC by following this link.

McCaskill: SOTU “serious” speech (AUDIO)

by Bob Priddy on January 26, 2011

Senator McCaskill thinks last night’s State of the Union speech was an “improvement” on previous speeches.   She says it didn’t feel like a pep rally, as some previous messages have felt to her.  “It felt like a serious government that is facing serious problems,” she says.

But she says she disagrees with the President on his spending cut proposals.  She says she’ll continue to push her proposal to cap federal spending.  She says his “freeze” proposal doesn’t go far enough.  McCaskill says his budget freeze doesn’t go far enough and is limited in scope. 

Republican and Democrats sat next to each other during the event, a break from tradition when Republicans and Democrats sat with their own.  She thinks members will never be seated along party lines for future state of the union addresses.

McCaskill thought it interesting that three parties delivered speeches last night. The President, a Democrat, delivered the State of the Union address, with a Republican response, and a Tea Party response afterward.  She’s not sure what that means, but she thinks two is better than three.  “If there are two parties and there are compromises we’ll be able to cut the budget; we’ll be able to make some strategic and smart investments…But if…we get into a rigid ideological position on the far left or the far right, it’s not going to be pretty,” she says.

 Listen to McCaskill’s press teleconference 21:32 mp3
USA TODAY MISSOURI NEWS
MONDAY, JANUARY 24 --  SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Kansas City — Three men accused of robbing motorists stuck in the snow were caught after they got stuck in the snow themselves. Prosecutors announced robbery and armed criminal action charges Friday against Michael Wilson Jr., 17, and Darion O. Page, 18. The third suspect is a juvenile. Credit cards of victims were among the items found in their vehicle, police said. 

TUESDAY, JANUARY 25 -- Harrisonville — A woman whose husband fathered four babies with one of the couple's daughters will be sentenced today after pleading guilty to child endangerment and hindering prosecution of a felony. Her husband was sentenced last June to life in prison after he was convicted of second-degree murder and abandonment of a corpse after one of the children died after falling ill. 

WEDNESDAY, JANUARY 26 -- St. Louis — The zoo is celebrating the birth of a black rhino. The 120-pound calf born Jan. 14 is the first black rhino born at the zoo in 20 years. Zoo staff are still coming up with a name. The calf is feeding well and bonding with his parents in a barn. His public debut awaits warmer weather.

THURSDAY, JANUARY 27 -- Jefferson City — The state Senate transportation committee approved legislation to bar all drivers from texting while driving. Currently, only drivers 21 and younger are prohibited from sending cell phone text messages while driving. The panel also voted to repeal a state law requiring motorcyclists older than 21 to wear helmets.
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