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Missouri lawmakers get six proposals related to business — and disagreements ensue

By JASON NOBLE

The Star’s Jefferson City correspondent

EFFERSON CITY | In the Capitol’s marketplace of ideas, Missouri businesses this year have six products they want to sell to lawmakers.

A cap on business taxes. Limits on minimum-wage growth. Tweaks to the loans that finance unemployment benefits. And a slate of business-friendly changes to workers’ compensation, employment law and torts.

Together, proponents say, the measures would improve Missouri’s business environment, making it more attractive for companies to set up shop or expand. 

“If these six items could be fixed, it would substantially enhance the atmosphere in the state to create jobs and more economic development,” said Rep. Jerry Nolte, a Gladstone Republican who is pushing several of the measures in the House. 

But other lawmakers aren’t buying.

“If you say making these six changes is going to somehow magically make Missouri a better place for business, that’s just completely disingenuous,” said Sen. Jolie Justus, a Kansas City Democrat. “It’s not going to happen.”

Indeed, none of the proposals provide a direct incentive for the private sector to create jobs, but instead work around the edges of existing law to reduce businesses’ liabilities and add more certainty to their future plans. 

But that’s by design, said lawmakers and business groups favoring the legislation.

The state’s present budget woes simply don’t allow for expensive tax breaks and investments by government into economic development, said Dan Mehan, president of the Missouri Chamber of Commerce and Industry.

“I don’t think any significant tax cuts stand a prayer this year,” Mehan said. “That’s the reason these are all revenue-neutral.”

Justus said she welcomed discussion of the measures but argued they don’t address the state’s pressing economic concerns.

Missouri’s business climate already rates highly because of the state’s low taxes and low energy prices, she said. Further steps in those directions won’t be a deal maker or deal breaker for new economic growth.

“Tinkering with employment law and tinkering with workers’ comp law isn’t going to be the deciding factor for why they stay in Kansas City or Missouri,” Justus said.

Rather, Missouri loses existing businesses and misses future opportunities because it can’t match the incentives offered by places such as Kansas.

“Until we get some of these incentives, none of these reforms are going to create jobs at all,” she said. 

Business groups disagree it’s that simple. Despite their narrow scope, the six proposals offer real opportunities for businesses looking to grow, they say.

“People use the term ‘economic development’ like it’s just one particular thing,” said Brad Jones, state director for the small-business group NFIB. “… But in reality, it’s a big gumbo. There’s a lot of things that go into the economic viability and attractiveness of a state.”

Aside from the debate on their economic effect, the measures are drawing criticism for their practical effect on workers and the relationship between management and labor.

The proposed change to minimum-wage law, for example, would prevent the state wage from exceeding the federal minimum wage, canceling a voter-approved provision that increases the wage with inflation.

Currently, both the state and federal minimum wage are $7.25 an hour.

Nolte, the bill’s sponsor, and business owners in the state say the change is necessary to keep Missouri competitive with surrounding states and to prevent upward pressure on wages across the pay scale. 

“We just really don’t need to give businesses another reason to take jobs overseas or to another state,” Nolte said.

Opponents, however, say the current minimum wage law is fairer to the state’s lowest-paid workers.

“Lowering wages, especially at the lower end of the earnings spectrum, will diminish the amount of money going into the pockets of workers in Missouri, thus lowering spending, stimulus, etc.,” wrote St. Louis bar owner Michael McLaughlin in testimony to the House committee hearing the bill.

An even bigger fight is likely looming on the proposed changes to employment, workers’ compensation and tort laws.

The employment law changes, in particular, have garnered fierce opposition. If passed, the measures would give businesses more freedom to fire whistle-blowers who identify misconduct, make discrimination cases more difficult for plaintiffs to win in court and place limits on awards in discrimination cases.

The steps are necessary because the state’s current legal system leaves open too many uncertainties for businesses, said the bill’s sponsor, Rep. Kevin Elmer, a Nixa Republican.

“It’s not that businesses want to escape all liability,” Elmer said. “It’s just that they’re in the business of wanting to know what their calculated risk is.”

Attorney groups and a broad coalition of labor groups view Elmer’s bill as a license for employers to take advantage of their employees. They call the proposals “unworkable” and perhaps even unconstitutional.

“If that change is made, it will weaken workers’ protections against discrimination,” said Martin Meyers, a Kansas City plaintiffs attorney. “It will encourage rather than discourage retaliation, harassment and discrimination.”

States try to collect billions in unpaid online sales taxes
By SCOTT CANON

The Kansas City Star

Gentry Mullen/The Kansas City Star. 01/31/11

Have you paid up yet?

You bought all those great Christmas gifts online that you thought were sales-tax-free. Then when you realized you did owe taxes on the purchases, you had to write that check to the state. Buzzkill.

What’s that? You didn’t pay a nickel?

No sweat. Virtually no one pays.

Yet the idea of all those uncollected tax dollars — one university study said governments would miss out on $11 billion this year — has a growing number of going-broke states increasingly frustrated by what’s known as e-commerce.

Imagine how this is going over at the local strip mall, where store owners risk prosecution if they don’t collect sales taxes.

“People will actually tell us, ‘I’d love to buy from you, but …’ The sales tax on a $1,000 camera is $80,” said Mitch Pence, a co-owner of Photographx Unlimited in Kansas City, North. “It’s a big issue for us.”

Forcing online retailers to collect sales taxes hasn’t been easy.

What’s in the way? A pivotal court ruling, competition between states for the money, a lack of interest from Congress (which, after all, won’t get to spend the proceeds) and consumer resistance.

Online businesses, meantime, already face bewildering rules that create maddening costs.

Online retailers may collect sales taxes in one state but can skip them in states where they don’t have employees or property. They must calculate that a fur sold to someone in Minnesota counts as clothing and is exempt from sales tax but that everywhere else it’s a fully taxable luxury. They must account for state-by-state tax holidays, myriad exemptions and roughly 8,000 sales-tax jurisdictions. By one estimate, a small online business spends 13 cents to process every sales-tax dollar it passes on to a state.

“If you have a physical store, it’s all very simple,” said Steve DelBianco, executive director of the association of online companies NetChoice. “If you’re online, the costs are disproportionate and unfair.”

A history of squabbles

This started before Amazon.

The Internet only kicked the battle over sales-tax collection into overdrive. Excluding vehicles and gasoline, online purchases account for one in 10 U.S. retail sales. The 2010 Christmas season saw a 13 percent jump over 2009, tallying $32.4 billion in online sales in barely two months. Overall retail sales rose just 5.7 percent.

States have quibbled for decades about whether a remote seller’s headquarters state should get a sales tax or the consumer’s jurisdiction.

A 1992 U.S. Supreme Court ruling involving an office supplies company has set the law: Catalog and Internet sellers don’t have to collect sales tax if they lack a “physical presence” — property or employees — in the customer’s state.

Instead, a consumer is legally obligated to send the money, in the form of a use tax equal to the sales tax, to the state. An effort by Colorado to force online companies to send annual notices to customers reminding them of their use tax obligations was struck down by a federal judge last week.

Businesses are sometimes prosecuted for dodging use taxes, but consumers almost never are. Only the most conscientious of citizens bother with the trouble and expense.

Ever since, states have struggled to get their hands on that money. Most notably, 24 states, including Kansas, formed the Streamlined Sales Tax Governing Board. The Missouri General Assembly has considered joining for years, and a similar bill is pending this year.

That compact of states has imposed rules on its membership to make tax regulations across the states more uniform. By doing so, they aim to make the taxes simpler to lessen the burden on online retailers. And that, they hope, will spur Congress to enact rules to give sales taxes from online sales to the state where a consumer lives.

“(But) it’s hard to make things simple,” said Scott Peterson, the executive director of the Streamlined Sales Tax Governing Board.

Fair’s fair

Meanwhile, companies complain of the inequity of the happenstance tax rules.

“I just want things to be fair, a level playing field,” said Jonathan Freiden, president of U.S. Toy Co., based in Grandview.

His company sells toys and school supplies across the country. It has stores in eight states, including one in Leawood. In Missouri and all the states where it has stores, it charges sales taxes.

But the tax collections aren’t limited just to states where U.S. Toy has a physical toehold. Because many of customers are state government agencies, their contracts demand the company also collect consumer sales taxes in that state. Yet Freiden is frustrated that while he must charge Missouri customers, for instance, his out-of-state competitors don’t have to collect.

In fact, the rules have altered how companies operate. Amazon, for example, supports the compact of states that want to tax online sales. Yet it set up a subsidiary in California to develop the popular Kindle electronic reader. Because this work was farmed out to a subsidiary, Washington-state-based Amazon doesn’t collect sales taxes in the Golden State.

For large businesses such as Amazon, critics said the argument of an unreasonable accounting burden had been overcome by software. The megaseller collects in several states where it has operations. And it collects taxes in all states as a conduit for scores of corporate partners.

“They could do it for their own sales with the flip of a switch, or at least with the flip of some software switches,” said Michael Mazerov, a policy analyst for the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities. “But they don’t want to lose that competitive advantage of not charging sales taxes.”

The push in Jefferson City to make Missouri one of the states joining a charge for reciprocal tax collection is backed by groups like the Partnership for Children, which sees it as a way to raise more money for social services.

“It’s money that’s owed to the state,” said the group’s public policy director and lobbyist Jeremy LaFaver. “It’s just not collected.”

Who gets what?

The Direct Marketing Association has argued that the Streamlined group has yet to adequately simplify its sales taxes. Consequently, the association said, thousands of small online sellers would crumble under the accounting costs of so many wide-ranging rules.

That collection burden, said NetChoice’s DelBianco, quickly overwhelms any advantage an online seller might have over a local merchant.

“Fairness is a fiction,” he said. “Once you decide to ship around the country, the burden can be overwhelming.”

Whether computer wizardry has beaten the complexity of collection is a contested question. Online retailers insist that the extra cost would bury startups in electronic paperwork.Joseph Henchman at the nonpartisan Tax Foundation said the Streamlined compact at least made an effort to simplify sales taxes. With congressional cooperation, he said, it’s probably better to have a negotiated framework governing online sales rather than law built on sure-to-come clashes in court.

Although current law essentially requires that the taxes — albeit often uncollected — should be imposed at the rate and destination of the consumer, Henchman said that might have things backward. Perhaps, he said, it should be the source. After all, the roads and police protection and other public services that Amazon requires are mostly near its Washington base.

That, he said, points up the fights that remain.

You live in Independence. You buy a book from Amazon, which is located in Washington state. But your paperback was stored in a warehouse in Idaho and spent a night in Kansas City, Kan., en route.

“The states themselves don’t agree on how to split up online transactions,” Henchman said. “Every state that is remotely connected with a transaction will say that they get all of the sales tax.”

Curators approve 5.8% hike for tuition, fees

The Board of Curators voted 5-3 in favor of the raise on Friday.

By Jimmy Hibsch

Published Jan. 28, 2011

The Maneater

Chancellor Brady Deaton speaks to the UM System Board of Curators on Thursday at the Reynolds Alumni Center. During the meeting they discussed tuition increases for all UM System schools that will decouple tuition rates among the four campuses for 2011-12.

The ongoing discussion regarding tuition increases was put to rest Friday, as the UM System Board of Curators voted to accept the system’s recommendation and raise tuition and required fees at MU by 5.8 percent.

Effective with the summer 2011 session, the board voted 5-3 in favor of raising tuition at its meeting at MU. Curators Don Downing, David Wasinger and David Bradley voted against the proposal. Across the four-campus system, tuition and required fees will raise an average of 5.5 percent.

These rate hikes come on the heels of Gov. Jay Nixon’s proposal to cut system funding by 7 percent, or $29.9 million. Even with the tuition increase that will generate $24.1 million, Vice President of Finance and Administration Nikki Krawitz said the system will still see a $42.4 million shortfall. And that’s after an additional $11.3 million in efficiencies were cut in next year’s budget planning process.

“As we said at the meeting before, we could not bring any recommended increases that would completely close the funding gap,” Krawitz said.

Specifically at MU, the cost for resident undergraduate students will rise about $488 yearly, to a total of $8,917. Non-resident tuition will increase by 6.5 percent, or $42 per credit hour. This percentage, however, does not reflect the additional required fees the in-state cost includes. These numbers, if included, would lower the total percent.

For the first time, tuition is being decoupled across the system. At UM — St. Louis, the raise is 4.7 percent, and a 6.6 percent raise will be seen at the Missouri University of Science and Technology. UM — Kansas City is increasing tuition by 4.8 percent. This is to better reflect the four institution’s individual markets, Board Chairman Warren Erdman said in a previous Maneater report.

“Each of those campuses offers a little different product and is in a different marketplace,” Erdman said. “Each campus is different and has a different cost structure.”

More controversial among the board was the decision to increase specific course fees, notably the College of Business’ suggested rise from $35.50 to $70 per credit hour, a 97 percent increase.

After a few amendments, the board agreed in a 6-2 vote to pass a recommendation that increases fees half of the suggested increase this year. The other half will be raised next year.

This means the College of Business will increase course fees by $17.30 per credit hour, or 48.7 percent; the School of Journalism will increase course fees $9.30, or 22.5 percent; the School of Health Professions will increase course fees $10.20, or 18.6 percent; and the College of Engineering will increase course fees $7, or 11.7 percent. All remaining course fees at MU will rise 6.5 percent.

“No one’s going to leave this room happy,” Curator John Carnahan said.

Now that the system has increased tuition, it will have to appeal to a provision in Senate Bill 389. The bill restricts Missouri four-year institutions from raising their tuition by more than the Consumer Price Index, which is 1.5 percent this year. Although the bill has never been appealed since its enactment in 2007, Krawitz is confident it shouldn’t pose a problem to the system.

The deadline for applying for this provision is Tuesday.

Jumping into the high-risk pools

By SARAH KLIFF | 1/31/11 4:38 AM EST

POLITICO

Health reform’s high risk pools, so far plagued with lackluster enrollment, are showing signs that they are starting to turn around — just as House Republicans are launching an investigation into the program.

Within the past 75 days, enrollment in the federally run high risk pools has just about doubled. Approximately 10,000 Americans are currently being covered between the state and federally run insurance plans, Health and Human Services Secretary Kathleen Sebelius told reporters.

An official state-by-state enrollment count is expected from the Obama administration later this month.

Meanwhile, the House Energy & Commerce Committee launched an investigation of the program last week, citing the fact that “early enrollment has proven sluggish despite early predictions that the [program] would show that the public was willing to embrace the [Affordable Care Act],” wrote Committee chair Rep. Fred Upton (R-Mich.). Upton has requested a trove of documents on enrollment numbers and outreach efforts by next Monday.

Begun in the summer, the $5 billion Pre-Existing Condition Insurance Plan came with expectations of overwhelming demand. The new insurance option would offer a much-needed relief to Americans with chronic health problems: relatively affordable insurance for individuals who had been denied by an insurer and gone uncovered for six months. Twenty-seven states opted to run the programs themselves, while 23 left the task to the federal government.

Moreover, the program had promise of bipartisan support in a law that, otherwise, sparks fierce partisan battles. High risk pools, historically, received high levels of support from both the general public and Republican policy proposals.

But so far, the pools have been cast as the law’s biggest flop, with some states seeing anemic, single-digit enrollment numbers. West Virginia had 4 enrollees as of November 2010, the last time for which detailed data is available, and the North Dakota program had a single enrollee. All told, 8,011 people had enrolled in the programs at the time.

Just as Republicans dig into the high-risk insurance plans, however, a small but growing number of states have seen interest and enrollment spike after aggressive outreach campaigns—and many more are just starting down a similar path.

Health and Human Services is in the opening stages of an “aggressive outreach effort to reach people who are eligible for PCIP but not yet enrolled,” spokeswoman Jessica Santillo tells POLITICO.

The Obama administration begins the push today in Missouri, where the federal agency has planned a series of meetings with representatives from dozens of organizations, including consumer advocacy groups, provider groups, state officials, non-profits and others that regularly work with people who have pre-existing conditions and may be eligible for PCIP.

This comes on the heels of previous action to make the PCIPs more attractive. Starting this year, HHS reduced premiums for federally-run plans by about 20 percent and introduced new coverage alternatives, including an Extended Plan and a Health Savings Account option. 

In the states running their own high risk pools, a similar movement is in progress, with states either just now reaping results of aggressive outreach campaigns, or gearing up to get started.

“Initially, there was fear that we were going to be awash in people,” says Cecil Bykerk, executive director of the federal high risk pools in Montana, Alaska and Iowa. “There was inertia at the start and the impetus was not to advertise. Now that we know that we need to, it’s taking a little while. It’s not going to be overnight.”
No plans for tuition increase at SEMO as other area institutions raise their fees

Monday, January 31, 2011
By M.D. Kittle ~ Southeast Missourian

With tuition rising at institutions all around it, Southeast Missouri State University is an island -- for now. 

"We don't have a plan now to increase tuition," said Southeast Missouri State University provost Ronald Rosati. 

Admittedly, it's early in the game. As a two-year tuition freeze seems to be melting, Missouri's universities and community colleges are beginning to propose increases, although some not as severe as originally expected. 

The University of Missouri Board of Curators on Friday approved a 5.5 percent average increase for in-state undergraduates as well as out-of-state residents, who pay more. They rejected an alternative proposal by curator Don Downing to cap the increases at 5 percent. The tuition boost must still be approved by the state Department of Higher Education because such increases are supposed to be no more than the federal government's annual inflation rate, which most recently was 1.5 percent. 

Gov. Jay Nixon in late 2009 reached an agreement with university and college presidents to freeze tuition in exchange for a 5.2 percent reduction in higher education funding; the funding cut could have been higher. With the decision by the state's biggest university system, that deal appears to be over. 

"We wish we could continue to hold the line on tuition and fees as we have for the past two years," the system's interim president, Steve Owens, said in a release. 

Three Rivers Community College's board of trustees recently approved raising tuition by $5 per credit hour this fall for in-district and out-of-state students, to $72 and $144 per credit hour, respectively. 

Trustees are expected next month to decide on an increase in out-of-district tuition, paid by a majority of Three Rivers students, and the rate most students enrolled at the Partnership for Higher Education in Cape Girardeau pay. The partnership is a two-year institution of higher education supported by Southeast Missouri State University, Three Rivers and Mineral Area Community College. Three Rivers president Devin Stephenson is recommending three scenarios that could boost out-of-district tuition by $7, $10 or $12 per credit hour, currently at $107. 

"We did a survey of some institutions across the state, and for every dollar increase in district per credit hour, they doubled it for out-of-district students," Stephenson said. "I don't know where the board will land; they are looking further at the number." 

The administrator says about 50 percent of all of Three Rivers credit hours are produced out of district. Enrollment for the spring semester is more than 3,700 students, another record headcount. 

Missouri's community and technical colleges are asking their boards to hold tuition increases at 5 percent, a move influenced by the governor's pledge to keep higher education budget cuts to no more than 7 percent. 

Steven Kurtz, president of Mineral Area College, said the institution's board is waiting to see where state budget numbers fall. He said a tuition increase could be less than $5 per credit hour, depending on how things shake out. 

"There's a lot of time between now and the date the governor signs the budget bill," he said. "I've learned not to count on anything until the ink dries." 

In-district tuition at the community college is $83 per credit hour, $108 out of district. About 42 percent of students pay out-of-district tuition at Mineral Area College, and that rate will be what students in the Partnership for Higher Education's applied science degree program will pay. 

As the community college continues to post record growth, with a fall enrollment of nearly 4,000 students, Kurtz said state cuts in recent years have cost students. 

"Like a lot of community colleges, we're full during peak demand times," he said. "I'm sure we did not meet the need of everyone trying to register for classes." 

Even if tuition remains frozen at Southeast, students will face higher fees next year to pay for much of the cost of the university's campuswide renovation plan. The bonds alone are $59.25 million. Student general fees are set to rise $5 per credit hour on top of a $6 maintenance fee, to be in full force next year. Regents gave their support to a Student Government Association recommendation to phase in the $5 fee increase over the next three years. 

Undergraduate incidental fees for Missouri residents are $184.80 per credit hour, with general fees at $23.70 per credit hour, according to the university's 2010-2011 fee schedule. 

January 30, 2011

Susan Redden: Local lawmaker pushing tax amnesty bill

By Susan Redden news@joplinglobe.com The Joplin Globe Sun Jan 30, 2011, 08:26 PM CST

State Rep. Tom Flanigan, R-Carthage, is sponsoring a tax amnesty bill aimed at boosting state revenues and letting taxpayers get right with the state in the overdue-tax department.

He appeared Thursday before the House Ways and Means Committee to present the measure. House Bill 116 would grant amnesty on personal income, corporate income, sales and use, and withholding taxes that were due in 2010.

The measure would waive interest and penalties, and give qualifying taxpayers a three-month window to file for amnesty.

Flanigan said the amnesty would benefit the state, and also taxpayers who are feeling the effects of the recession but still want to be responsible.

The bill would become effective July 1, 2011, and expire Dec. 31, 2014. It contains an emergency clause that would make it effective immediately upon the governor’s signature.

Gov. Jay Nixon is said to prefer another, more narrowly crafted bill.

Flanigan also is sponsoring other bills, including one aimed at imposing odor regulations if Renewable Environmental Solutions reopens a plant in Carthage. Another would create the Missouri State Capitol Building Centennial Commission to seek funding for the preservation and improvement of the Capitol building.

The second-term representative is the senior member in the immediate Joplin area’s delegation. Some freshman lawmakers also have introduced legislation, and all are listed as co-sponsors on a number of House bills.

Rep. Bill Lant, R-Joplin, is sponsor of a bill that would change state law regarding unlawful picketing at funerals. Rep. Mike Kelley, R-Lamar, is the sponsor of several measures, including amendments to the Puppy Mill Cruelty Act passed by voters in the November election. Rep. Charlie Davis, R-Webb City, is the sponsor of a bill that would amend provisions of the Uniform Trust Code.

On the national front, new U.S. Sen. Roy Blunt of Missouri has been named to Senate committees on appropriations; commerce, science and transportation; and rules and administration; and the Select Committee on Intelligence.

The Appropriations Committee is responsible for all spending bills and legislation allocating federal funds to government departments and agencies.

The Commerce, Science and Transportation Committee deals with transportation, highway safety and interstate commerce, among other issues.

Those sound like assignments that could allow Blunt to extend a legacy of earmarks he started in the U.S. House. Except that President Barack Obama, in his State of the Union speech last week, promised to veto bills with earmarks.

Blunt the following day criticized that stance and said funding decisions are legislative responsibilities.

Mo. lawmakers consider bill to boost state parks

CHRIS BLANK Associated Press www.STLtoday.com | (3) Comments | Posted: Sunday, January 30, 2011 7:00 pm

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. -- Missouri environmental officials want to keep the interest earned from one of their bank accounts to help boost funding for state parks facing tight budgets.

The parks division gets about three-fourths of its money from an earmarked state sales tax. Other funds such as from souvenir sales and fees for camping and concessions are deposited into the State Park Earnings Fund.

Legislation filed in the House and considered this past week by a tourism committee would allow the interest paid for that fund to be retained by the parks instead of being turned over to the state's general account.

Currently, the interest earned from the parks fund is deposited in Missouri's general bank account and can be used for other state programs and expenses.

Missouri's park system - like those in numerous states - has faced budget difficulties in recent years.

In 2009, more than 100 positions were eliminated from the Division of State Parks and Historic Sites because of declining sales tax revenue. The agency also estimates a backlog for capital improvement projects that tops $200 million.

Missouri park officials said the additional money from keeping their interest payments could help with daily operations and maintenance.

"Every dollar helps," Missouri Parks Director Bill Bryan said.

Lawmakers also hope the additional money for parks could expand tourism.

"Investing in our state parks increases tourism, increases spending, increases the number of people coming to our state park," said sponsoring Rep. Don Ruzicka, R-Mount Vernon

The park fund this year has had a balance of more than $30 million because it includes money from a settlement, though some of that money is dedicated for specific projects. Before then, it averaged a balance of $4.5 million for nearly a decade.

Even with relatively low interest rates, the higher balance means more interest. Legislative staff estimate that state parks could pick up $111,196 in the 2012 budget that starts in July. That would taper off to $82,868 in 2013 and $70,400 in 2014.

Just over half of Missouri's dedicated funds are allowed to keep their interest while the rest revert to the state's general revenue, according to the state treasurer's office. Through the first five months of the current budget year, Missouri's general revenue picked up $2.6 million in interest from funds. Last year, $6.5 million in interest was transferred from dedicated funds to general revenue.

Besides increasing revenue, park officials contend it is fairer for parks to keep the interest the fund earns.

Citing the example of a new park cabin, Bryan said money from the parks sales tax is used to build the structure that then brings in additional revenue that would be deposited into the earnings fund. He said the interest from that additional revenue should be used to help the parks.

The Missouri Parks Association, a private group that advocates for state parks, said the facilities need any financial boost they can get.

However, allowing state parks to get more money would translate into less for the state's general revenue that is used to balance Missouri's budget. Gov. Jay Nixon and lawmakers estimate Missouri faces a budget deficit of several hundred million dollars for next year.

Nixon's budget director, Linda Luebbering, said the interest from the parks fund could be replaced.

"It is a small amount of money, and I think most people would assume that if you have a dedicated source of revenue like that, the interest would stick with the fund," she said.

Missouri considers a 'medical home' for children under Medicaid 

By Robert Joiner, Beacon staff   

Posted 8:00 pm, Sun., 1.30.11

More than 30 states, including Illinois, have adopted the American Academy of Pediatrics' philosophy that every child needs a medical home. Missouri is studying the idea and could decide later this year whether to embrace it.

Although the medical home model isn't new, it only began to take off in this decade when North Carolina shifted Medicaid children from fee-for-service programs to the medical home model.

Contrary to what it sounds like, the model isn't a place where kids live, but a care network in which they get comprehensive and preventive health services that help them stay well. Health care providers are encouraged to treat little problems before they become big medical issues. Children get checkups, screenings and shots; and parents and guardians are given advice on caring for children.

More from the beacon

Medical homes expand patient support and improve efficiency

The model is said to help patients avoid costly hospital stays and emergency room visits that drive up the cost of health care. In fact, controlling health care cost is the first point North Carolina makes in explaining why it moved to a medical home system. State officials say it saved $231 million during the 2005 and 2006 fiscal years alone.

"I can tell you that it does continue to offer a great return for the state," says Tom Vitaglione, senior fellow with Action for Children North Carolina. "The way it works is that doctors are given an incentive to participate because they are not only guaranteed their usual billing rate for services provided, but they also get an extra $2 to $3 per month" as a coordination fee for each Medicaid patient served.

At the same time, he says children with high medical risks, such as asthma and diabetes, get ongoing care they otherwise might not receive.

"It saves the state money because children are in preventive care longer. They are no longer in and out of the hospital, so that reduces medical cost. It's an attractive program. Physicians across the state are joining it."

Aleasha Mays, assistant director of communications for the Missouri Department of Social Services, says Missouri has been studying medical home models but hasn't reached the stage of drafting a plan. She said officials were reviewing programs that might benefit certain children with chronic conditions. She says the state expects to complete its review by July. Doctors and other health care providers, as well as parents and advocates for children, would have the opportunity to comment on any proposal the state develops.

One provider who embraces the medical home model for children is Dr. Blaine Sayre (right), former president of the St. Louis Pediatric Society. He says Missouri already has a system in place to make medical homes feasible. The framework is in place because 80 percent of children receiving Medicaid already are enrolled with a specific provider.

"That's the first step for a medical home. A given provider is held accountable for a panel of patients. But the (Missouri) Medicaid managed care program turned out to be a way of managing costs as opposed to managing care."

To make the point, he mentions a patient, a 17-year-old girl who is "very intelligent, real college material with high aspiration." But he fears she will get lost because her weight has "ballooned in the last year up to 217 pounds. She's five feet tall and is not able to physically keep up with her peers. Because of that, her self image is terrible."

In addition, she's now pre-diabetic, he says, and lives in what she has told him is a "very depressing home setting." He says he can spend about a half hour with her, and can offer medicine to help her with depression. But he says, "I'm a poor substitute for that comprehensive care with allied health professionals that she really needs."

He says he gets $5 or $6 a month to provide certain services, while the insurer turns down approval for other health-related needs, such as family counseling and enrollment for her in a weight-loss program.

"This is what we're dealing with," he says of pediatricians. "Potentially, if we were to get money to provide better services, the child I described would receive much, much more effective care."

Such care, he says, "would mean the young lady's life would be turned around and she'd be more likely to reach her potential. Not only in terms of her health, but in achieving her intellectual potential and becoming a constructive professional in the community."

Local and state pediatric groups are supporting the creation of a medical home program for children receiving Medicaid in Missouri.

 Mo. gov. seeks nominations for courage award

Jan 31, 5:00 AM EST

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Gov. Jay Nixon is seeking nominations of Missourians for a national award that honors ordinary people for courage and selflessness.

Three people from around the country will be receive the Citizen Service Before Self Honors award on March 25. The presentation will be made by a recipient of the military's Medal of Honor during a ceremony at the Tomb of the Unknowns in Arlington National Cemetery.

The national award is for a civilian who has shown a willingness to sacrifice for others through a single act of courage or a prolonged series of actions.

A Kansas City man, David Bryan, was a recipient in 2009 for rescuing a person from a burning vehicle on Interstate 70 near Higginsville.

Missourians protesting big banks

8:10 PM, Jan 28, 2011  

By Kathleen Berger

St. Louis, MO (KSDK) - Protesters converged on the doorsteps of Bank of America in downtown St. Louis Friday morning, protesting what they call unfair foreclosures and more complaints like this are also ending up in the office of Missouri Attorney General Chris Koster.

A spokeswoman in Koster's office said they received more than 1,200 formal complaints related to foreclosures in 2010, more than previous years. The spokeswoman believes the publicity given to protestors and their cause is one of the reasons behind it. They raise their voices on the steps of Bank of America downtown.

The group Missourians Organizing for Reform and Empowerment (MORE) is speaking out about how the country first bailed out banks and say banks are now using those tax dollars to take away homes.

"The idea though is that there are millions of people across the nation facing this, and we have to bring those people, at least in the St. Louis area together. Because that's really what it's going to take is the people power," said MORE Organizer Hannah Allison.

A couple of homeowners with Bank of America loans facing foreclosure take a stand with the protestors, complaining about an unfair loan modification process that got them to this point.

"We were making every payment on time. We were just making the modified payments Bank of America told us to make," Allison said.

Bank of America says Mary Boehm, one of the protestors on hand Friday, is someone they have been working with. A bank spokesman says Bank of America has extended her a new loan modification offer, and is willing to try to help the others as well.

"Our commitment and obligation is to ensure that no property is taken to foreclosure sale until our customer is fairly evaluated," the bank said in a statement released Friday afternoon. "...Foreclosure is costly and detrimental to everyone concerned and always the option of last resort."

But MORE has heard this before. After police asked protestors to move off the property, they march to the attorney general's office in downtown St. Louis. A couple of people facing foreclosure file formal complaints.

Meantime, Koster's office says they do have a growing number of formal complaints against Bank of America, and some of the other big banks as well. Koster's office is investigating whether banks have breached consumer laws.

'Green' develops many hues within labor market
Gary Dugger, barely six months removed from retirement as a carpenter, returned to the job hunt last week vowing to move in a decidedly different direction.

"As far as I'm concerned, green is the up and coming industry," said the north St. Louis County resident. "It's really starting to grow, and if you get in on the ground floor you can grow with it."

Dugger found the perfect place to plant the seed. The Green Career Opportunity Showcase, where he circulated among 30 exhibitors promoting sustainability in businesses and education, capped off a two-day St. Louis Green Confluence symposium at St. Louis University.

Employment in sustainable industries dominated the conversation at the various workshops, panels and other events attended by confluence participants representing government, education and business.

But the experts on hand drove home an underlying message that those jobs cannot be generated in a vacuum.

"The feeling is that everything will be fine if we just train people for green jobs," said panelist John Melville, president and COO of Collaborative Economics. "But there has to be economic development and products behind it."

Trey Goede, the co-founder of a wind energy corporation, likened the green jobs conundrum to the proverbial question about the provenance of the chicken and egg.

Since starting Affinity Wind four years ago, Goede and his partners have been forced to look far beyond the company's Clayton headquarters for experts versed in the engineering and legal nuances of green energy production.

Goede thinks he knows why.

"We're a very conservative region," Goede said in an interview after his appearance on a panel with other "green" employers. "We're not adapters, we don't take risks, and I think it's going to take a while before we get that kind of traction."

Sustainable jobs will gradually become part of the regional and national economy as the younger generation comes of age, Joe Abernathy, vice president of stadium operations for the Cardinals, said in a segment of the symposium broadcast live on St. Louis Public Radio. "This is the way they were brought up," Abernathy pointed out.

Dick Fleming, CEO of the St. Louis Regional Chamber and Growth Association, maintains the area's economy is already moving toward sustainable industry and jobs.

Citing the latest data, Fleming pointed to the 9,000 green jobs St. Louis boasted as of 2008 and took care to note that the number represents a 13-year increase of 54 percent.

One problem, the symposium presenters agreed, is the sustainable movement's inability to help the general public understand what constitutes a green job.

The top local jobs in the sector, for instance, can be easily identified: recycling, energy generation, transportation and energy auditing. But when it come to sustainability there's no such thing as "one size fits all."

"We use (green jobs) as a buzzword, but we need to define what it means to each industry. It's going to look different to me than it would to a construction company," said Phil Rozenski, the director of marketing and sustainability for Hilex-Poly, a plastic bag recycler. Rozenski also appeared on the St. Louis Public Radio broadcast.

A green job could thus be defined as a custodial crew's using biodegradable products, a contractor's building a home from recycled wood and metal or an office manager's eliminating the use of paper.

Whatever the definition, the panelists said it was incumbent on the current work force to avail itself of the education and training required of a green economy for the area to remain competitive in the sustainable marketplace.

"We need our employees to not only step out of the box but change the shape of the box and change the depth of the box," said Tim Gaidis, a sustainable design expert in the St. Louis office of the global architectural firm HOK.

Work force reinvention is just one step in what Fleming foresees as a shift to an economy in which core companies produce green products and services for "adaptive" consumers and businesses.

The other key, he stressed, is regional collaboration.

Indeed, the emphasis on unity at times overshadowed the sustainability discussion at an event not coincidentally sponsored by parties on both sides of the river - the RCGA, the Missouri Department of Economic Development career centers and Southwestern Illinois Work/Net.

The presence of Melville, whose California-based company coordinates regional business and governmental partnerships, helped drive home the point.

"There is no substitute for this level of regional cooperation," Melville told the symposium. "It's difficult and it's often messy but it's what spells the difference between the also-rans and the pace-setters in a green economy."
Legislators may change energy rule

Energy wouldn’t have to be sold in state

Jimmy Myers

St. Joseph News-Press

POSTED: 10:20 pm CST January 29, 2011UPDATED: 10:25 pm CST January 29, 2011
Missouri legislators are considering changes to a rule involving renewable energy that could affect the amount of green energy bought and sold in Missouri.

The Renewable Electricity Standard (Proposition C) statute passed by voters in 2008 requires utility companies to acquire 15 percent of their energy from renewable sources (solar, wind, biomass, etc.) by 2021. Last year the Missouri Public Service Commission established rules that spell out how the statute will work as the percentage of renewable energy required increases until it hits 15 percent in 2021.

The Senate last week voted to exclude a specific PSC rule that requires the renewable energy to be sold in Missouri. Proponents of the statute say the rule they cut out is the “heart of Prop C.” The House will debate the issue soon.

Sen. Dr. Rob Schaaf, R-St. Joseph, said the rule set by the PSC exceeded its statutory authority by requiring utilities to purchase energy from state renewable sources.

“We’re sworn to uphold the constitution,” Dr. Schaaf said. “According to statute, departments can’t promulgate rules that are more restrictive than what the statute that’s passed by the people says.”

Renew Missouri, an organization that promoted the Renewable Electricity Standard, is pushing for legislators to reconsider. PJ Wilson, co-director of Renew Missouri, wrote the language that became the statute that Missouri voters passed in 2008.

He said the rule written by the PSC is in accordance with what he wrote and that Republican leadership in the House and Senate are reading only one small section of the law to make their case. Specifically, the law says the energy can be “self-generated or purchased from another source in or outside of this state. A utility may comply with the standard in whole or in part by purchasing RECs (renewable energy credits).”

“That’s their entire legal argument,” Mr. Wilson said. “And (they) ignore the entire rest of the statute.”

Changing the law to allow utilities to comply with so-called “unbundled RECs, (RECs from energy that never makes it to Missouri)” would have a dramatic impact on jobs, Mr. Wilson said. He said Proposition C has influenced a number of wind energy companies to plan wind farms in the state that could produce up to 5,000 megawatts of electricity. Solar energy companies have lined up a plan as well, he said.

Wind Capital Group, a St. Louis-based company owned by the son of the late Gov. Mel Carnahan, has five wind farms in Northwest Missouri producing about 312 megawatts of electricity. Construction of those farms generated 5,000 jobs, according to the company’s website.

“If Prop C happens we can be assured that most of those projects will go forward,” Mr. Wilson said. “If not there is no reason for utility companies to engage in those projects. Instead, to comply with Prop C, they will buy cheap (renewable energy credits) from far, far away from Missouri.”

Rep. Casey Guernsey, R-Bethany, serves on the Special Standing Committee on Renewable Energy. The bill concerning the renewable electricity standard has not been assigned to his committee, but he said he has some research to do before he knows where to stand on the issue. His concern with the discussion, however, is that a “small group of people” stand to gain from “special treatment” and said he “can’t quite bring myself to have government support another industry to the extent that it props it up.”

“Any company that gets into business and is able to stay in business based on a subsidy or any other government assistance as part of their business plan for the long run,” he said, “that does not make sense for consumers.”

Mo. health department heads push for more funding

By WES DUPLANTIER

Associated Press

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- With their state facing a budget shortfall, many Missouri lawmakers have said they are focused on cutting state spending. Larry Jones doesn't want them to forget about whooping cough outbreaks when they do that.

"Whooping cough is not gone," Jones told a House appropriations committee last week. "Every time we think we've got something gone, it comes back on us."

Jones, the head of the city health department in Independence, is one of several Missouri public health officials who want lawmakers to spare funding for health care from deep cuts. In fact, they don't want any cuts and prefer an increase in state funding.

Local health departments received about $6.3 million in state general revenue funds in fiscal year 2011, about a 9 percent decrease from fiscal year 2010. Gov. Jay Nixon's budget proposal for fiscal year 2012 calls for that amount to stay roughly the same, although health programs would get $18.6 million more in federal health funding.

But Kevin Gibson, the director of the Springfield-Greene County Health Department, said the federal money goes to very specific projects outlined by the federal government and not to duties required by the state, such as restaurant inspections. He and others said they can't fulfill their state duties with less money than they get now, and their departments actually need more.

"It sounds like we're getting a lot more money," said Gibson, who did not testify at the Capitol. "But in terms of general funds we're not."

A report released last month by the Minnesota-based United Health Foundation showed only four states spent less money per person on public health than Missouri in 2010. The state spent about $45 per person, including state and federal funding, according to the report. The top-spending state - Hawaii - spent $235 per person.

The report also showed the result of Missouri's penny-pinching: It has the fifth-lowest rate of vaccinations of children under 3 in the country and the fifth-highest rate of tobacco use.

Lawmakers at the committee hearing asked whether some public health departments could save money by combining with others in nearby cities or counties. Jones said some counties may be more likely to share services.

But Kevin Lowrance, head of the Audrain City-County Health Unit, said combining operations could be difficult given how the departments are funded. Some get their money from a county health board, while others get money through a property tax. Lowrance, who did not testify before lawmakers, said two health departments looking to combine would need the same type of funding structure, and it could be difficult for counties to change methods.

He said his department has considered merging with the Montgomery County Health Department in the past but has been unable to get voter approval to switch to a property tax.

"It's tough to pass a tax if people don't know what a public health department does, especially given the economic climate of the nation," he said.

Jones told lawmakers that health departments need to be funded as well as other agencies that respond to public dangers.

"We would not think about funding police only when they have a crime to investigate," he said. "We would not think about paying fire departments only when they responded to a fire. We all have to be ready for emergencies."

Mo. film producers alarmed by recommended cuts

Associated Press www.STLtoday.com | (42) Comments | Posted: Saturday, January 29, 2011 6:55 pm

KANSAS CITY, Mo. — Leaders of Missouri’s film production industry are warning that proposals to eliminate state incentives for movie productions might convince out-of-state filmmakers to go elsewhere, and may have already cost the state a $30 million film project in the St. Louis area.

The move comes as a Missouri-made film received an Oscar nomination for best picture for the second year in a row. On Tuesday, the Ozarks-based “Winter’s Bone,“ was nominated for best picture, actress, supporting actor and adapted screenplay. “Up in the Air“, filmed partly in St. Louis, was nominated last year.

But as Missouri struggles with a difficult budget, Democratic Gov. Jay Nixon has recommended eliminating funds for the Missouri Film Office, which works as a liaison between out-of-state filmmakers and local professionals and locations. And in December, a bipartisan commission that considered all of the state’s 61 tax credit programs recommended elimination of a $4.5 million film production tax credit.

The commission said that the film credit “serves too narrow of an industry and fails to provide a positive return on investment to the state.“

Film production professionals argue that with more than 40 states offering film tax credits, any state that doesn’t will be out of the running, The Kansas City Star reported.

“The deal today is that without tax credits, you’re not a player,“ said Jerry Jones, who leads the Missouri Film Office “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.“

Jones said he worked with the makers of “Winter’s Bone“ for four years before filming began, and the deal was clinched by the $259,000 in tax credits the state offered the film, which had a production budget of $2 million.

Promoters of film production point out that movie-making employs local residents for such roles as film crew members, drivers and extras. And people involved in the films spend money on hotels, catering and materials for set construction. The incentive program allows qualifying out-of-state filmmakers to claim Missouri tax credits for money paid to local vendors, cast and crew.

The state apparently has already lost out on a $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 look at other states that offer better deals. The Star reported that the front-runner is thought to be Louisiana, one of 15 states that don’t cap the amount of tax credits for out-of-state film production.

Detractors of the film tax credits call them “millions for Hollywood millionaires.“ And some resent the way film producers play states against each other to get the best deals.

But State Sen. Jason Crowell, a Cape Girardeau Republican, said the tax credit commission’s recommendation was “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.“

Determining the actual economic benefit of a filmmaking tax credit is difficult because most economic impact formulas are designed for long-term industries, rather than movie productions that are short-lived, Jones said.

But Pearce said that it doesn’t matter that most film production jobs are short-term because tax credits “help ensure that there’s a film industry here so that when big projects do come, we’ve got the infrastructure to handle them.“

The campaign to keep the tax credits has started. The Missouri Motion Media Association, an umbrella organization of the state’s film professionals, last month hired a lobbyist to plead its case in Jefferson City.

Association founder Lorah Steiner of Columbia said the goal was to not only to protect the film tax credit, but to create a new one to encourage development of new communication technology.

“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,“ Steiner said. “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, when filmmakers from Missouri will work to educate lawmakers on their industry.

Black once again sponsors ‘Sam’s Law’

By TERESA RESSEL Daily Journal Staff Writer Daily Journal Online | Posted: Sunday, January 30, 2011 4:19 am | (0) Comments

State Rep. Linda Black, D-Bonne Terre, is again sponsoring legislation known as “Sam’s Law” which would prohibit unlicensed child care providers from continuing to provide child care services if they have pending criminal charges.

The need for the law became apparent when Baby William “Sam” Pratt’s family discovered there was a loophole in the laws for unlicensed child care providers. The unlicensed provider accused of causing Sam’s death was allowed to baby-sit children during a pending investigation.

Sam’s grandma, Debbie Thrasher, said the bill has been read twice and referred to the Crime Prevention and Public Safety Committee.

Last year, Black’s bill was assigned to the Special Committee on Children and Families which was chaired by Cynthia Davis, R-O’Fallon. Family members were upset that Davis refused to hear the bill in committee. As a result, it never made it out of committee.

Debbie Thrasher said it sounds like the Crime Prevention and Public Safety Committee is the right committee for it to go to.

“I've spoken to Chairman (Rodney) Schad (R-Versailles) and he has agreed to hear the bill,” Black said. “Sam Pratt's Law is a bill that needs to be heard and this session it has been given the opportunity.”

The proposed bill is House Bill 156. It is co-sponsored by Rep. Joe Fallert, D-Ste. Genevieve, Ron Casey, D-Crystal City, and Sharon Pace, D-Northwoods. Pace is on the committee.

Black’s bill would authorize the Department of Health and Senior Services to investigate and prohibit an unlicensed child care provider from continuing to provide child care services if there are criminal charges pending that would similarly result in licensure sanctions for a licensed child care provider. Violating the law is a Class B misdemeanor.

Child Care Aware of Missouri is supportive of the bill.

Executive Director Carol Scott said the group advocates for safe and enriching child care for all children. She said every parent should be able to have peace of mind when leaving their child with a child care provider.

Scott said allowing a child care provider who has criminal charges pending to care for children is a grievous mistake.

Sam’s family has a Facebook Page in support of the bill. They have 2,354 members as of Tuesday.

The family is having their second annual candlelight vigil in memory of Sam at 4:30 p.m. Feb. 5 at Fort Davidson Restaurant. The vigil is also being held to pray for justice, to raise awareness and to show support for HB 156. Last year more than 100 people attended.

 About Baby Sam

Sam was born Nov. 7, 2008, to William and Hannah Pratt of Annapolis. Sam died on Feb. 9, 2009, when he was 3 months old. An autopsy revealed that he died as a result of a “non-accidental head trauma.”

In July of that year, his baby-sitter, Martha Jane Farris, an unlicensed child care provider from Pilot Knob, was charged in Iron County with abuse of a child resulting in death and with involuntary manslaughter.

Farris cared for children during the investigation.

“Our family heard she was telling the other children’s parents Sam must (have) died of SIDS, and led them to believe she did nothing wrong,” the baby’s aunt, Amanda Thrasher said.

She said police had attempted to stop Farris from baby-sitting when they suspected foul play.

“When the police instructed Farris to cease baby-sitting, she obtained an attorney and learned that because she is an unlicensed baby-sitter, there is no law in the State of Missouri to prohibit her from continuing to provide childcare based on pending criminal charges,” Amanda Thrasher said.

The family believes Farris baby-sat for a number of families until that September when the judge added a bond condition that prohibited Farris from baby-sitting any child under age 3 and “no child older unless the parents of such child signs a waiver of liability which acknowledges the pending of this case and the charges therein.”

Farris’ trial is scheduled Aug. 22-25 in Iron County. 

Elk being quarantined before release into Missouri

Sunday, January 30, 2011

Missouri News Horizon

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. -- Although elk cannot be found in Missouri, that could change in as little as 90 days. Officials for the state Department of Conservation, which has been engaged in a half-million-dollar effort to reintroduce elk to the state, said trappers finished capturing 46 elk in Kentucky that will make up the nucleus of Missouri's herd and that the animals will be kept in quarantine for 90 days, starting last week, to ensure their health. The animals are destined for Carter, Reynolds and Shannon counties. Officials say the region's remote locale offers ample grazing opportunity. Those opposed to the project, including the Missouri Farm Bureau and some legislators, cite concerns that the animals could pose a threat to crops, spread animal disease and create road hazards. 

Missouri House speaker quiets congressional concern over redistricting

Sunday, January 30, 2011

By Dick Aldrich ~ Missouri News Horizon

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. -- These are uncertain times for Missouri's congressional delegation.

With the pending loss of one of the nine seats Missouri occupies in Congress, congressional staff offices and the Internet are abuzz with the latest rumors, innuendo and expert opinion about where the district lines in Missouri will be drawn.

And who will lose their seat.

Into this stew of angst and paranoia last week came visitors from the west with a message: Relax.

Speaker of the House Steven Tilley popped up on Capitol Hill on Monday with Redistricting Committee chairman John Diehl, R-Town and Country, to encourage patience and open communication. Besides, Tilley said, he had never met Rep. Emanuel Cleaver and Rep. Vicky Hartzler.

All nine members of the Missouri congressional delegation and members of their staffs were there, and Tilley told those assembled there wasn't much to be discussed ... yet.

"We said listen, there's rumors and there's blogs out there that John and I already have a map and that's it's already been determined who's going to be out of a job, and that's just not the case. We don't even have the [census] numbers yet," Tilley said.

Congressmen and women who may have given little thought to local politicians such as Tilley and Diehl now have their futures in their hands.

"Our intent was to go up and visit with them, sit down and let them know that this would be an open, transparent process and we look forward to working with all the congressional delegation, Republicans and Democrats," Tilley said.

At the beginning of the week, Tilley said it could be late March before the figures come in, but he said census officials indicated that they may try to get the figures to states that are eliminating or adding districts sooner, maybe as soon as mid-February.

"Look, going from nine to eight, I mean, it goes without saying, at least one person is not going to be happy," Tilley said. "And you start looking at the numbers ... it's going to be more than one person."

Tilley estimated each representative will pick up nearly 100,000 new voters. And the likelihood is that each new district will include a lot of unfamiliar territory for the sitting representative.

Tilley said that in past years, the congressional delegation had been given broad latitude to work among themselves to rework boundary lines that would be most advantageous to them. But with one of the seats going away, the game has changed.

"In the past, they would all kind of sit down and horse trade, so to speak, and come up with a map and say they all signed on to it," said Tilley. "From a tactical standpoint, that can't happen this time around."

Tilley said pressure from interest groups within parties will make it impossible for the sitting delegation to have much meaningful input. That means, in the Missouri House, the pressure falls on Diehl, the former chairman of the St. Louis County Board of Election Commissioners, and his committee. Sen. Scott Rupp, R-St. Charles, heads up the Senate redistricting committee.

"It's not an easy process, and I've tapped someone that I think is talented enough to do the job, and I think that John, with his background and experience, he's going to do a fine job," Tilley said.

Possibilities for district layouts abound. Population loss in north Missouri could lead to the merging of the 6th and 9th districts. Five of the nine districts in Missouri touch on mid-Missouri's 4th District. With each needing to expand to encompass more voters, the 4th could be dissolved. And shifting population in St. Louis leaves the possibility that the 1st and 3rd could be merged into a single district.

"All those scenarios, I've heard, and some of those scenarios were discussed [at the Washington meeting] because they had seen them in the newspaper and on blogs," Tilley said.

"One of our goals was to just say 'settle down, there hasn't been anything decided, we don't know the numbers,' and once we get the numbers, we look forward to working with their staff and the individual congressmen."

Stiff upper lip

With a Republican-dominated legislature drawing the boundary lines and with a district that borders on three districts currently held by Republican congressmen and a fourth that's held by powerful Democrat Lacey Clay, many political pundits have pegged 3rd District congressman Russ Carnahan as the odd man out. At an appearance in Jefferson City, Mo., last week, Carnahan kept a stiff upper lip.

"I feel like there's a process in place here, and I'm happy to work with the leaders in the legislature to get it done," Carnahan said.

Carnahan said he doesn't feel like he is being singled out by a political process.

"That's not what the Constitution says," Carnahan said. "There's a constitutional duty for legislators to work through the process and we've met as a delegation, and just as we did 10 years ago, I think we'll find some common ground to work together and get it done." 

Missouri legislators seek vote over any increase of national debt limit 
 

By Jo Mannies, Beacon Political Reporter   

Posted 3:10 pm, Fri., 1.28.11

Amid all the Missouri Legislature's attention to state issues like the budget and Proposition B, members of the state House want to make clear they're still paying attention to what's happening in Washington.

State Rep. Chuck Gatschenberger, R-Lake St. Louis, plans to lead a news conference next Monday afternoon in the House Lounge that will focus on the proposal he has sponsored -- House Concurrent Resolution 19. HCR 19 calls for a constitutional amendment to "require that an increase in the federal debt be approved by a majority of the legislatures of the separate states."

As it stands, it's now up to Congress to approve any increase in the federal debt. With the debt limit expected to be reached this spring, some Tea Party groups and other conservative activists oppose increasing the limit.

Gatschenberger's proposal is among several, sponsored in various states, aimed at elevating the states' influence -- and clout -- over Congress.

Gatschenberger plans to be joined by co-sponsors and other legislative allies. Also joining the group is Nick Dranias, who serves as director for the Center for Constitutional Government and is a member of the Goldwater Institute; both groups advocate changes in the federal Constitution.

The effort is in line with the activities of some legislators and Tea Party activists over the past year in opposition to the federal health care changes, and some recent calls to reject federal aid to Missouri public schools. 
Audit of Mo. governor to include travel costs

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Missouri Auditor Tom Schweich (shwyk) plans to examine Gov. Jay Nixon's travel expenses.

Schweich said Friday that the governor's office is due for a regularly scheduled audit this year, and part of that will focus on Nixon's practice of billing agencies for his state airplane travel.

An audit released earlier this month by Schweich's predecessor, Susan Montee, faulted the mental health department for paying travel costs for the governor that had little to do with the agency. Schweich says the issue of gubernatorial travel also will be addressed in two other agency audits already in progress.

He says it's natural to follow up on Nixon's travel as part of the governor's office audit, because it has raised red flags in the past. 
Missouri auditor to rate agencies, poor to excellent

The Associated Press The Joplin Globe Fri Jan 28, 2011, 03:17 PM CST

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. — New Missouri Auditor Tom Schweich (shwyk) plans to rate the entities he audits on a scale of excellent to poor.

Schweich said Friday his grading scale is intended to provide an evaluation that’s easy to understand both for the general public and the agency being audited. He hopes the new system will provide some context about the severity of problems that get pointed out in audits.

The best rating will be excellent, followed by good, fair and poor.

He plans to start using the rating scale for audits released in February.

Schweich took office earlier this month after defeating Democratic Auditor Susan Montee in the November elections. 

School choice moving center stage in Jefferson City

By Dale Singer, Beacon staff   

Posted 2:23 pm, Fri., 1.28.11

What comes to mind when you hear the word "cartel"?

You may think first of oil barons or drug lords, but if you had been part of the audience at a screening of a documentary at the Tivoli Thursday night, a new image would be added: public school classrooms.

The showing of the movie "The Cartel" came during a week in which public education has been in the spotlight, from President Barack Obama's State of the Union address to the release of the latest lackluster national report card science grades to observance of National School Choice Week.

Greater choice for students and their parents in Missouri was the lesson plan for the screening, which was sponsored by the Show-Me Institute and the Missouri Charter Public School Association. After the movie, which concentrated on schools in New Jersey, two members of the Missouri House committee on elementary and secondary education tried to bring the lesson home.

"I think it's ludicrous that we even have a school district system," said Rep. Scott Dieckhaus, R-Washington, a former public school teacher who chairs the committee. "I think it's a backward-thinking system."

Rep. Tishaura Jones, D-St. Louis, didn't go quite that far, but she did say the basic structure of the school system and the school day need to be rethought and brought into the 21st century.

"I don't know why we can't start thinking out of the box and be innovative," she said, "like we have been in other areas."

Like other education documentaries released in recent months, such as "Waiting for Superman" and "The Lottery" (click the links for Beacon coverage, "The Cartel" takes aim at what it considers to be the monopoly that public school districts have on education - and a poorly performing monopoly at that.

Reporter/director Bob Bowdon goes through a familiar litany - low test scores, high administrative costs, corruption, nepotism and the two topics that receive the most time and tend to most raise an audience's blood pressure, teachers' unions and the lack of choice.

Bowdon drives his point home with shots of luxury cars in school administrators' parking lots and animated graphics that wonder what it would be like if auto sales were handled like school assignments, so people in one neighborhood would get great rides and those in another would be stuck with Yugos (a reference he has to explain for younger viewers).

The questions he asks are increasingly dominating public discussion of education:

    * Why should families who want to pick a charter school have to hold their breath while lottery numbers determine their future?

    * Why is such a small percentage of teachers drummed out of the classroom?

    * Why does so much taxpayer money disappear "down a rat hole," with little accountability and poor student performance?

    * And the bottom line question: Why not open education to the same kind of competition that other industries face, so that good schools thrive and bad ones disappear?

Could the same kinds of problems depicted in New Jersey be found in Missouri? Jones and Dieckhaus said they probably could, and they came up with a number of solutions they expect the Legislature to consider this year to try to break the cartel and make better schools more available for more students.

Dieckhaus said he is aiming at ending social promotion, where students move up through the system regardless of how much they have learned. "We shouldn't be pushing kids through the process who can't perform at grade level," he said.

He also said he would favor removing teacher tenure, to make it easier to get rid of bad teachers; allowing open enrollment, so students could attend whatever public school they want to attend; and offering vouchers that could be used at public, private or parochial schools.

Dieckhaus further likes an idea now in use in California, called a "trigger," under which parents can force changes in low-performing schools if 51 percent of the parents whose children attend that school sign a petition seeking reforms. Rep. Tim Jones, R-Eureka, the House majority floor leader, says he will introduce legislation for a Missouri trigger provision next week.

Pointing out that Missourians have the choice of where to buy their gasoline or their groceries, and who will provide their cell phone service, Dieckhaus said similar options should be available for where they send their children to school. "Why don't we have that kind of choice in education?"

Tishaura Jones who noted that she is a single mother with a 3-year-old son in private school, said she would introduce legislation to expand charter schools statewide; currently, Missouri allows charters only in St. Louis and Kansas City.

But along with the expansion, she said, Jones wants to make sure charters are more accountable. "Charter schools that are not doing what they should for our children should be closed," she said.

Dieckhaus said that the power of teachers' unions in Missouri has to be curbed.

"To get any work done," he said, "I sometimes have to leave my office because otherwise I have people coming by all day to tell me how horrible my ideas are.

"We need to look at what ultimately is best for kids. Are we doing what is best for kids, or are we doing what is best for teachers or superintendents?"

The ideas presented by "The Cartel" may not be new, but that doesn't mean they have lost their ability to stir emotions. Jones noted that the screening at the Tivoli was not the first time she had seen the film; Dieckhaus had given her a copy to view in advance, she said, so she wouldn't be shocked by what she saw.

"It didn't work," Jones added. "I was shocked again." 

UM board approves 5.5 percent tuition increase

BY TIM BARKER tbarker@post-dispatch.com > 314-340-8350 www.STLtoday.com | (11) Comments | Posted: Saturday, January 29, 2011 12:05 am

New rates on 4 campuses

The University of Missouri's new tuition rates will begin this summer. Here is a look at the two new rates. The academic year is based on a student taking 15 hours per semester.

Credit hour Academic year

University of Missouri-Columbia $261.60 $7,848

Missouri University of Science and Technology $261.60 $7,848

University of Missouri-St. Louis $257.90 $7,737

University of Missouri-Kansas City $257.90 $7,737

A college degree from the University of Missouri will get a little more expensive after system leaders approved a proposal Friday that could raise tuition rates 5.5 percent.

It was not, however, an easy decision by the Board of Curators, with three of eight members voting against the increase, citing fears they were asking for too much.

Within hours of the vote, Gov. Jay Nixon issued a statement criticizing the tuition hike on exactly those grounds.

"This tuition proposal is well beyond the increase in the cost of living allowed by statute," Nixon said. "Universities should look first at achieving every efficiency in their operations before taking this type of action that affects families' ability to pay for higher education."

Similar concerns also prompted sparring among curators over a proposal to increase the fees charged by some college departments — including a 97 percent increase in the per-credit-hour fee paid by undergraduates in the University of Missouri-Columbia's business college.

In the end, it took a compromise — the largest increases were cut in half — before the new fees were passed by the board in a 6-2 vote. Curators also approved increases in room and board rates.

Curator Don Downing of Webster Groves argued repeatedly during the two days of meetings in Columbia that large increases could be used against the system when legislators work on the budget later in the year.

"I think that's going to be a lightning rod when our budget comes up in appropriations," said Downing, who also had urged the board to limit the tuition increase to 5 percent.

Nixon, who earlier said he hoped state colleges would keep their increases to 4 percent, has proposed a budget that calls for a 7 percent cut in higher education spending. Downing and others said they worried that higher education foes might try to increase that number when balancing the budget.

While it's still early in the process, one key member of the Missouri House said the increase didn't appear to be raising any concerns at the Capitol. "That 5.5 percent number has been around for a couple of days," said Rep. Mike Lair, R-Chillicothe, who chairs the House education appropriations committee.

Even with the impending 5.5 percent tuition increase — the average of the increases across the four campuses — the system still finds itself with a significant hole in its budget, considering Nixon's proposed cut. Early budget figures show a $42 million shortfall, prompting questions about schools' ability to keep up with maintenance and repairs and to raise faculty salaries, which have been essentially frozen for two years.

Both have been cited as significant issues by system officials, who worry about mounting repair bills and the prospect of losing top instructors and researchers to competitors. Already, each of the four campuses trails all or most of their peer institutions in terms of faculty pay. Mizzou, for example, offers the lowest faculty salaries in its 35-member peer group, according to the university.

It's an issue that was addressed Friday morning by Steve Owens, the system's interim president: "It is imperative that we cut costs where we can to set aside a 2 percent pool for merit pay for our most talented faculty and staff."

The board-approved tuition increase still has one more bureaucratic hoop to jump through before it can be put in place this summer. Because it is higher than the rate of inflation, the system must get a waiver from the state's higher education commissioner. System officials said they will apply for that waiver early next week.

In his statement, Nixon said the "tuition proposal should get the scrutiny it deserves from the commissioner of higher education."

The impending increase, which follows two years of frozen tuition for state residents, did not seem to be creating much angst among Mizzou students this week.

Sara Spiess, a senior from St. Charles who plans to return to school in the fall to work on a second degree, said she wasn't surprised by the curators' action. Nor was she particularly concerned about it, noting that it would just be added to her student loans.

"It's not going to cost anything out of my pocket right now. But it might put some more stress on me when I pay off my college loans," Spiess said. "To be honest, there are a lot of schools that cost a lot more."

Others wondered whether the impending increase could knock some students out of school — something the universities say they are hoping to avoid by setting aside 20 percent of the new tuition revenue to help the neediest students.

And then there was the fatalistic view of Mike Milner, a freshman from St. Louis.

"Nobody's going to be too happy paying more to go to school," Milner said. "But there's not much you can do about it. So you might as well live with it." 

Community colleges raise tuition

Jimmy Myers

St. Joseph News-Press 

POSTED: 9:58 pm CST January 28, 2011
Missouri Gov. Jay Nixon’s proposed 7 percent cut to higher education is giving institutions an idea of how much tuition will be beginning in July.

North Central Missouri College joined with other two-year schools in the state to raise tuition by $5 per credit hour. The Missouri Community College Association, of which North Central is a member, made the announcement this week that all two-year public schools have agreed to take the proposal to their governing boards, which have final say on what the tuition will be.

North Central students who live in the school’s district pay $65 per credit hour. The price goes up for students living outside of the tax district and out of state. Dr. Neil Nuttall, president of NCMC, said school administrators across the state were bracing for cuts between 10 percent and 20 percent, and that tuition increases were on a sliding scale. A $5 increase (less than 8 percent for in-district NCMC) is as reduced an increase as they could possibly recommend.

“Any increase is something we know impacts our students,” said Dr. Nuttall. Legislators are working on a budget that will likely be different than the governor’s proposed budget, which means higher education could take further cuts. Dr. Nuttall said if that happens, they’ll come back to the board with a different number.

“We felt it was important to get that info out to the students,” Dr. Nuttall said of making the current $5 per credit hour proposal.

In an agreement with the governor, NCMC, like every other public college or university in the state, kept tuition flat for the last two years in trade for modest appropriation cuts from the state. NCMC is funded through tuition from students, appropriations from the state, and from local tax dollars. Dr. Nuttall said the two years of holding tuition flat and taking less from the state has been trying and has had a “big impact on all community colleges.”

Area legislators file bills to change Cape Girardeau County courthouse statute

Friday, January 28, 2011

By Carrie Bartholomew ~ Southeast Missourian

State legislators from Cape Girardeau County have filed bills to change a law requiring the county to have courthouses in Jackson and Cape Girardeau.

Earlier this month, Sen. Jason Crowell spoke with county commissioners about the need to change the law from saying the circuit court "shall" hold court in the courthouses in Jackson and Cape Girardeau to "may" hold court. He said he would work in Jefferson City to amend the law, giving commissioners more flexibility when determining the future of the county's aging courthouses.

Commissioner Paul Koeper said it is a matter of having more options at their disposal and giving local officials control over local issues.

"To me, it should be our decision. It gives us the option to have one building or two buildings as we see the need," he said. "It's not a state decision. We're paying for the building, the upkeep. They're not. We should have the flexibility."

Presiding Commissioner Clint Tracy agreed that the law was an issue of local control and economics.

"Basically it's an unfunded mandate," he said.

Like Koeper, he said county money pays for the buildings and their upkeep. The county, not lawmakers in Jefferson City, he said, should determine how the money is spent.

Commissioner Jay Purcell had originally supported acquiring the former federal building in Cape Girardeau as a way to immediately address the courthouse issue. A change in the state law could help commissioners determine whether one courthouse is a better use of taxpayer money, he said.

"This is the start of a process. We couldn't start a dialogue without the laws in place to support it," he said. "The next step is a full analysis of providing county services in a cost-effective way," he said.

Purcell said streamlining government is important. Earlier this month he said a new, centralized courthouse could prevent duplication of services.

County officials are still unsure of the law's origins. Koeper said despite researching the law, he has never been given an answer as to why the law was written to require the county to hold court in the two cities.

"Whoever set it that way at first, why it was done, I can't seem to find out," he said.

Reps. Wayne Wallingford, Donna Lichtenegger, Ellen Brandom, Billy Pat Wright and Steve Hodges introduced House Bill 327, while Crowell filed Senate Bill 186 to change the wording of the statute.
Mo. AG seeks to collect $19,090 from KC lawmaker

By CHRIS BLANK

Associated Press

Jan 28, 8:33 PM EST

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- The Missouri attorney general's office filed court documents Friday to collect more than $19,000 from a Kansas City House member accused of campaign finance violations.

The Missouri Ethics Commission contends that Democrat Leonard "Jonas" Hughes IV owes $6,090 for filing late campaign finance and financial disclosure statements. The commission also assessed a $13,000 fee in 2008, after concluding that Hughes did not report all campaign donations and expenses and used some political funds for personal uses.

In court filings, the attorney general's office seeks a court judgment against Hughes to collect the $6,090 for the late filings. It also filed the Ethics Commission's order for $13,000. Both were filed on behalf of the commission in Cole County.

Obtaining a judgment allows for additional tools to collect the debts, such as garnishing wages and bank accounts, said Nanci Gonder, a spokeswoman for the attorney general's office. The judgment would expire in 10 years but could be revived.

The voicemail for the phone number to Hughes' office in the state Capitol was full and could not receive additional messages. No home phone number could be found Friday.

Hughes, 31, was first elected to the state House in 2004, and re-elected in November. But he was not sworn into office earlier this month with other lawmakers.

An ethics and campaign finance law that took effect in August prohibits election winners from taking office if they have not filed required reports and paid fees assessed by the Ethics Commission. Previously, officials had to file all campaign finance disclosure reports to take office.

The Kansas City Star, which first reported about the attorney general's filings Friday on its website, reported that Hughes likened his situation to a short story in which a man is hunted for sport. Hughes said he had not seen the filings but previously had been trying work out a payment schedule with the Ethics Commission. The lawmaker said he did not plan to resign his office.

"In politics every year there's somebody, and this year I'm the unwilling and unlucky participant in the game," Hughes told the newspaper.

Hughes is accused of filing late reports in 2006, 2007, 2009 and 2010.

In the Ethics Commission's 2008 report assessing the $13,000 fee, the commission said Hughes reported $6,705 in donations from Oct. 1, 2005, to Sept. 30, 2007. Bank records show that $16,108 was deposited. Hughes reported spending $6,687, but records show the campaign spent $15,628. Plus, the commission found that nearly $3,000 was withdrawn from the campaign account as cash, for Hughes and for Lisa C. Hughes. 
AP finds execution-drug shortage widespread in US

By GREG BLUESTEIN, ANDREW WELSH-HUGGINS and THOMAS WATKINS

Associated Press

Jan 28, 3:02 PM EST

Most of the 35 states with capital punishment have run out of a key lethal injection drug or will soon, according to an Associated Press review. And in many places, switching to another drug could prove a difficult, drawn-out process, fraught with legal challenges from death row that could put executions on hold.

The drug, an anesthetic called sodium thiopental, has become so scarce over the past year that a few states have had to postpone executions. Those delays could become widespread across the country in the coming months because of a decision last week by the sole U.S. manufacturer to stop producing it.

States have begun casting about for new suppliers or substitute drugs.

"We're wearing out our options," Mississippi Corrections Commissioner Chris Epps said.

Switching to another drug will take more than the stroke of a pen in most places: Several states have lengthy regulatory and review processes.

Moreover, any change in the drug used - or the supplier - could lead to lawsuits from inmates demanding proof that the substance will not cause suffering in violation of the constitutional ban on cruel and unusual punishment. Some inmates have already raised such arguments.

"Everything will be challenged in the courts," said Richard Dieter of the Death Penalty Information Center, which opposes capital punishment. "And some courts will demand proof and will delay executions until the effect is clear."

Sodium thiopental is a barbiturate, used primarily to anesthetize surgical patients and induce medical comas. Most states employ it as part of a three-drug cocktail; they use it to put inmates to sleep before administering pancuronium bromide, which paralyzes the muscles, and potassium chloride, which stops the heart. Usually 2 to 5 grams of sodium thiopental are used per execution.

The AP review found that some states are well-stocked. Nebraska has amassed 500 grams from an Indian company, and it doesn't expire until 2012. California, which has the nation's largest death row with 718 inmates and had to delay an execution last September in part because of the shortage of sodium thiopental, obtained from a British company 521 grams that won't expire until 2014.

Other states are in a more precarious position. Texas' supply of 118 grams expires in March, and the nation's busiest execution state has two executions set for February, one in May and one in July. Over the past decade, Texas has executed almost two dozen inmates a year on average.

Mississippi's cache of 12 grams and Missouri's 40-gram supply also expire in March. While neither state has an execution scheduled, Missouri's highest court is considering requests to set execution dates for nine inmates, and Mississippi has one inmate who has exhausted his appeals.

Any attempt to use expired sodium thiopental would almost certainly bring a challenge from death penalty opponents on the grounds that the drug might be too weak to spare the condemned inmate from the pain of the paralyzing and heart-stopping drugs that follow.

Seventeen states that use the drug have no supply at all: Colorado, Connecticut, Delaware, Idaho, Indiana, Kansas, Kentucky, Louisiana, Maryland, Montana, Nevada, New Hampshire, North Carolina, Oregon, Utah, Washington and Wyoming. None of those states has an execution scheduled.

The federal government and several states, including Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, Illinois, Pennsylvania and Virginia, did not respond to the AP or refused to disclose details about their supply.

States don't have to look far for another option. Pentobarbital, a surgical sedative that is sometimes employed in assisted suicides and is commonly used to destroy dogs and cats, was adopted by Oklahoma last year as part of its three-drug combination and has been used for three executions. Ohio announced Tuesday it would become the first state to use pentobarbital all by itself to put inmates to death.

However, the use of pentobarbital in executions has yet to be reviewed by the U.S. Supreme Court, which last tackled the constitutionality of injection in 2008 when it approved the three-drug method.

In Kentucky, where the entire stockpile of sodium thiopental has expired, a switch requires an administrative process that typically lasts six months. Similar hurdles exist in California, Maryland and Nebraska.

Even states that require only a prison official sign off on a switch - including Texas, Ohio and Tennessee - could face a flurry of challenges.

"You can't just switch pentobarbital for sodium thiopental and proceed as if nothing has changed," said Ty Alper, the associate director of the death penalty clinic at the University of California-Berkeley. "There's likely to be litigation and courts will have to satisfy themselves that it will result in a humane execution."

The sodium-thiopental shortage became more serious when the lone U.S. manufacturer, Hospira Inc. of Lake Forest, Ill., announced it would no longer make the drug after authorities in Italy, where Hospira's factory is situated, demanded assurances the substance would not be used in executions.

Hospira is the only sodium-thiopental manufacturer approved by the Food and Drug Administration. And defense attorneys are sure to fight any attempt by states to deal with non-approved sources.

In fact, death row inmates in Arizona and Georgia unsuccessfully tried to halt their executions by questioning the quality and source of the sodium thiopental that the two states obtained in England before the British government effectively banned such exports in November.

Though he won a one-day delay, the Arizona inmate, Jeffrey Landrigan, was put to death Oct. 27 after the U.S. Supreme Court ruled 5-4 that there was no evidence the drug was unsafe.

"Speculation cannot substitute for evidence that the use of the drug is 'sure or very likely to cause serious illness and needless suffering,'" the court said.

In Georgia, Emmanuel Hammond's lawyers argued that the state was "using illegally imported drugs that bear the label of a manufacturer that has not existed since 2006 and that were obtained from a fly-by-night supplier operating from the back of a driving school in England." But a state judge said he could find no proof the drug was inferior, and Hammond went to his death on Tuesday. 
Sticker smart: New license plate tags discouraging to thieves

BY TIM O'NEIL toneil@post-dispatch.com 314-340-8132 www.STLtoday.com | (23) Comments | Posted: Saturday, January 29, 2011 12:00 am

ST. LOUIS • Score a victory for life in the big city.

A new kind of annual renewal sticker for vehicle license plates, available at license offices in the city for more than a year, has cut into thefts of the postage-stamp-size markers.

For years, thieves have pilfered the stickers from license plates and sold them illegally to people whose vehicles wouldn't pass inspection or who didn't want to go through the bother.

Victims had to trudge back to the license office to buy replacements. It was an irritating piece of urban living.

The Missouri Department of Revenue began its test program at the four license offices in St. Louis in late summer 2009. Inspired by success, the agency expanded it to Kansas City and Springfield last fall.

Tom Vollmer, manager of the vehicle license office at St. Louis City Hall, said requests for replacement stickers are down sharply.

"It used to be a third of our business," said Vollmer, chief deputy to city Collector of Revenue Gregory F.X. Daly. "My staff can't think of more than two such cases in the last week. The new stickers are the reason."

Laughing, Vollmer continued, "Finally, something that works."

The citified special stickers, formally called "enhanced security tabs," are printed upon purchase with numbers and letters that match those on the buyer's license plate. Most of the 183 state license offices, including those in suburban St. Louis, still dispense preprinted stickers that list the month of renewal and small serial numbers that have no connection to the plates for which they are bought.

With the enhanced stickers, a police officer in a traffic stop can simply glance at the sticker and the plate for a match. For a vehicle with traditional renewal stickers, an officer would have to check databases by radio or laptop to verify whether a vehicle is up-to-date.

Neither the state nor the city police department has exact before and after numbers on this change, because sticker thefts are lumped with other vehicle tamperings. The state adds up all replacements, not just those for theft. But Ted Farnen, spokesman for the Missouri Department of Revenue, said city police reports suggest a steady drop through 2010.

"We feel confident that it's helping," he said.

Customers at the license office at City Hall this week shared his optimism.

Jim Jeter, 64, of the Central West End, said he's had "experience in the inconvenience of coming back for new ones. I think these will be harder to steal."

Desiree Jones, 27, of the Tower Grove neighborhood, was back for a second year of the new stickers for her car. "It's worked for me," she said. "I had one of the old ones stolen from in front of my house. Everybody I know has had that happen at least once."

The state has been jousting with the sticker thieves for years. Because the original stickers were easy to remove with a razor blade, the state began printing stickers with perforations to make them crumble in thieves' fingers. Police urged motorists to slice them with a razor after affixing them.

When thieves with sheet-metal snips began cutting away whole sections of plates to get to the stickers — and then melt them off — the state redesigned the plates to put the stickers in the middle.

The new urban stickers first became available in St. Louis in August 2009.

Farnen said the Revenue Department provides the new stickers to motorists who renew online and is thinking about expanding to more areas but has no timetable. He said the department gets fewer complaints about sticker theft in less-populated regions.

Expanding it would involve installing new equipment at license offices.

Vollmer, in the City Hall office, said it has four printers to produce different kinds for passenger vehicles, trucks and others. Farnen said printing the "enhanced" stickers costs about 30 cents per vehicle transaction, compare to 14 cents with the preprinted renewal stickers. 

Protesters to Koster: Fix foreclosure practices

St. Louis Business Journal - by Christopher Tritto 

Date: Friday, January 28, 2011, 2:40pm CST 

Protesters demonstrated against unfair foreclosure practices Friday in downtown St. Louis.

About a dozen people visited Attorney General Chris Koster’s office in St. Louis Friday afternoon to protest what they consider unfair home foreclosure practices by Bank of America and other large mortgage lenders.

Members of Missourians Organizing for Reform and Empowerment (M.O.R.E.) said they want Koster to prosecute the banks for “crimes against the people of St. Louis.” They dropped off a letter inviting him to serve as a witness during a mock trial of the banks. M.O.R.E. plans to hold the mock trial March 5 at 1 p.m. at Saint Francis Xavier College Church at 3628 Lindell Blvd. in Midtown. The aim is to increase public awareness of the individuals and families affected by the foreclosure crisis, said member Hannah Allison.

Oren Goldberg, a M.O.R.E. member, said the group also advocates “judicial foreclosure,” a process by which the government would serve as an intermediary between banks and homeowners during foreclosure proceedings.

A spokeswoman for Koster’s office could not immediately be reached for comment.

MISSOURINET

Gov. Nixon resists calls to release school funding 

by Brent Martin on January 31, 2011

Governor Nixon gives no indication that he will release education funding he has withheld, despite continued calls from legislators to do so.

House Speaker Steven Tilley, a Republican from Perryville, has joined the chorus from the Missouri House, calling on Governor Nixon to release the $70 million in transportation funding he has withheld from public schools.

“I’m not saying release all the money, I just think he’s withheld far, far too much if we’re ahead of our Consensus Revenue Estimate,” Tilley tells reporters at the Capitol. “And for a guy who campaigned all around the state about providing more scholarships, about improving funding for education, he’s withholding it when the money is clearly there.”

The House Budget Committee chairman has called on Nixon to release the transportation funding he has withheld. The chairman argues that state tax revenue has improved sufficiently to justify releasing at least a portion of the $70 million.

The governor did release $7 ½ million, but Nixon tells reporters he took that action simply to offset a rise in the cost of fuel. He says he has no plans to release the remaining money. Nixon isn’t as confident as Tilley that the money is there.

“If you look at what’s in your bank account the day before the house payment gets withdrawn, you’ve got to understand the house payment is going to get withdrawn,” Nixon says. “So, we watch the cash balance very carefully.”

The Nixon Administration has acknowledged that tax revenues have improved. The governor and officials within the administration, though, say they want to see a bit more, with tax refunds on the horizon, unemployment still high and consumer spending still low. The governor says plenty of reasons remain to withhold the money.

Tilley says lawmakers watch the numbers closely, as well and they see it differently. Tilley not only questions Nixon’s actions, he questions whether Nixon has exceeded the power the governor has to withhold money to keep the state budget balanced.

“I’m not sure, but I think it’s an important question that should be answered: does he have the legal authority to do that?” Tilley states, insisting that a governor doesn’t have the right to withhold money appropriated by the legislature if revenue comes in as projected.

Despite that statement, Tilley says he has no interest at this time to press the issue in court.
Partial helmet law repeal ready for senate debate

by Bob Priddy on January 30, 2011

The annual effort to let most motorcyclists go without helmets has started in the legislature. Missouri has had a helmet law since 1967. The last time the legislature passed a repeal or partial repeal was 2009.  Governor Nixon vetoed it.

It’s a tourism issue, say advocates of letting riders older than 21 go without helmets if they want to.  Most of our neighboring states don’t have helmet laws, they say, and people from non-helmet states don’t come to Missouri because they have to wear helmets here.  

For motorcyclist Terry McNutt, a member of a southwest Missouri Freedom of Road Riders club, it’s all about freedom. “There are times in the springs and summer when you can feel the wind blow through your hair. It’s just an incredible feeling of freedom,” he says.

But Doctor Gregory Folkert, an emergency medical specialist from Lake St. Louis, whose father died in a helmet-less motorcycle crash when Folkert was ten, says he knows better. He says has told more people “than you want to count” that their relative had been killed in a motorcycle accident. “I promise you, not one of them has ever said to me ‘well, he died with his hair blowing in the wind and being free.  He died doing what he wanted to do.’ Nobody usually says anything; they just cry a lot,” he tells a Senate committee.

A state senate committee recommends the full senate pass the bill. It will be one of the first bills on the debate calendar.
MoDOT not counting on federal funding to make up for state losses

by Jessica Machetta on January 28, 2011

The Director of the Transportation Department says the “falling off a cliff” metaphor is over — he says we’re now at the bottom of the cliff scraping the dust off of ourselves. He’s talking about funding.

Transportation Director Kevin Keith says the department’s budget is dropping from $1.2 billion to $600 million — resulting in 1,700 jobs lost and roads and bridges that will eventually start to crumble if they’re not kept up.

Keith says relying on federal funding to come through is not an option. He reiterated the numbers to a packed room at a Chamber of Commerce symposium attended by state department leaders, stakeholders and legislators, although he says it’s not really up to them to figure out how to put money back into our transportation and infrastructure.

Keith says Congress is 15 months behind in renewing the act that would free up funding for state transportation departments and the trust fund in Washington DC is insolvent. In the meantime, he says MoDOT will tighten its belt to make do with what it’s got, do more with less — Less salt when it snows, less mowing, fewer signs and less frequent road striping.

Keith says it’s now up to the citizens of Missouri to decide where the extra money is going to come from to make transportation a priority. He says all Missourians need to realize how important transportation is in their daily lives.

Tuition, fees going up for University of Missouri

by Brent Martin on January 28, 2011

University of Missouri curators have voted to increase tuition at the four campus system an average of 5.5%, approving a tuition hike of 6.5% for the University of Missouri-Columbia. The credit-hour cost at MU will jump from $245.60 to $261.60.

Fees are going up as well, some substantially. Fees for the school of business will jump nearly 50% next year, an equal amount the following year. Fees at the School of Journalism will rise 22%. Students in health professions will see fees increase more than 18%. Fees for engineering students will rise nearly 12%.

Gov. Nixon released a statement on the action taken by the University of Missouri Board of Curators:

“This tuition proposal is well beyond the increase in the cost of living allowed by statute. Universities should look first at achieving every efficiency in their operations before taking this type of action that affects families’ ability to pay for higher education. This tuition proposal should get the scrutiny it deserves from the Commissioner of Higher Education.”

BLOG ZONE
Nixon unhappy over UM System tuition hike

Posted to Politics Watch by Steven Dickherber at 1:38 p.m., Jan. 29, 2011

Following the UM System Board of Curators' decision to raise tuition by an average of 5.5 percent, Gov. Jay Nixon released a statement criticizing the decision.

“This tuition proposal is well beyond the increase in the cost of living allowed by statute," Nixon said. "Universities should look first at achieving every efficiency in their operations before taking this type of action that affects families’ ability to pay for higher education."

A state law says universities should not increase tuition by more than inflation, but the board plans to appeal to a provision in this law in order to gain state approval and avoid penalties. The deadline for this appeal is Tuesday.
Rest easy, Missouri: Bart Korman is drug free

Jason Noble.

JEFFERSON CITY | The Missouri House this week approved a bill requiring drug testing of state welfare recipients under certain circumstances.

State Rep. Bart Korman, a High Hill Republican, likes the idea. He thinks it’s good public policy.

He likes it so much, in fact, he apparently thought his “yes” vote on the floor of the Missouri House wasn’t endorsement enough. So earlier this month he went ahead took a urine test, too.

And then he circulated the results to the entire House of Representatives and Gov. Jay Nixon.

He appeared at Global Drug Testing Service at 1:12:12 p.m. on Jan. 14. He paid $35 by check. His specimen ID was 2589.

Bart Korman tested negative for amphetamines, benzodiazapine, cocaine, opiates and THC.

In a letter to bill-sponsor Rep. Ellen Brandom on official state letterhead that accompanied the results, Korman noted the test was painless and simple, and that similar tests were required by many employers.

“Since I am an elected official and answer to the citizens of my district; I recently completed a drug test to let the citizens know that their hard earned tax dollars are not funding an illegal drug habit,” he wrote.

“If you have any questions about my testing experience,” he continued, “feel free to contact me.”

EDITORIALS … & Letters to the Editor
Preserve parks, what they offer

Our opinion 

St. Joseph News-Press 

State parks are true treasures, providing current-day recreation while preserving natural and historic sites for the enjoyment of future generations.

But in many states, including Missouri, these assets are at risk. The National Trust for Historic Preservation last year declared state parks and historic sites to be among the nation’s most endangered historic places.

Notable parks in our region include Big Lake, Crowder, Lewis and Clark, Wallace and Weston Bend, along with the Watkins Woolen Mill State Park and State Historic Site.

The cause of this concern is a common one: The financial crunch that is affecting everyone has slashed funds available for park maintenance. In Missouri, the list of backlogged repairs exceeds $200 million while nationwide the figure is $7 billion. Our problems are compounded because much of our parks funding is tied to a dedicated sales tax that has suffered along with retail sales.

States must continually prioritize budget needs, especially so during a recession. Priority should be given to protecting the lives and welfare of citizens. But delaying maintenance to state parks can be costly, both short- and long-term.

Visitors will not want to go to parks that have dirty facilities or overgrown attractions. With tourism’s standing as one of Missouri’s biggest industries, a drop in that business would put immediate pressure on our state’s revenues.

And, as any homeowner knows, not replacing shingles can cause the whole roof to be damaged. Many of our historic buildings could slip beyond repair without regular attention. In short, there is a minimal standard of care that policymakers must find a way to fund.

Missouri’s program to hire youth to work at state parks this summer is a positive step. When possible, we hope this motivated work force can be employed to clean and repair property. Also, a discussion of a new state bond sale for park capital improvements should not be taken off the table until better ideas are offered.

Big Lake State Park in Holt County is among the Missouri holdings under greatest stress. It is still recovering from destructive flooding last summer and will require more attention and funding before it is restored. Big Lake is just one example of the need for continually investing in our outdoor treasures.

Twenty years of public subsidies and little to show for it

By The Editorial Board www.STLtoday.com | Posted: Sunday, January 30, 2011 9:00 pm

If public officials take $5.8 billion of the taxpayers' money and transfer it to private hands in the name of economic development, taxpayers should get measurable economic benefits from the development that results.

That is not the way it has been working in the St. Louis area.

An exhaustive report released last week by the East-West Gateway Council of Governments finds little evidence that the more than $5.8 billion in incentives provided by local governments over the last 20 years has done very much to improve economic conditions for the people of the region.

Job growth has been modest at best. Even though retail developments received more than three-fourths of the money from some of the largest incentive programs, the region added a mere 5,400 retail jobs between 1990 and 2007. That is less than 4 percent growth, even before the Great Recession.

Nor have 20 years of taxpayer-subsidized developments increased the total amount generated in sales taxes, the Holy Grail of municipalities; receipts for the region have remained essentially flat.

The money has moved around within the region, however, as vampire-like new developments suck the life out of existing ones. So publicly subsidized retail developments in Chesterfield and Fenton bleed business out of existing centers in, say, Ballwin. New big-box developments in Manchester drain the vitality out of older shopping centers in Crestwood, and so on. Net gain for the region: virtually zero.

And while some development incentives have been used, as the concept originally was intended, to breathe life into blighted or economically threatened areas - downtown Belleville and Martin Luther King Plaza in north St. Louis, for example - the vast majority of the incentives have gone for retail projects in areas already populated with plenty of higher-income shoppers.

Thus, the report states, tax incentive projects have "exacerbated economic and racial disparity in the St. Louis region" and have given wealthier areas "an unneeded, extra advantage."

The East-West Gateway report, three years in the making, also notes that financial record-keeping among municipalities is erratic at best when it comes to the many kinds of incentive programs: tax increment financing, transportation development districts in Missouri, special service areas in Illinois and property tax abatement. Then there are a wide variety of development incentive programs at the state level in both Missouri and Illinois involving tax credits, exemptions, preferential rates and bond financing.

Perhaps worst of all, the contracts covering these public incentives rarely protect the public interest. If promises made by developers on their applications - more jobs, higher incomes, increased property values - fail to materialize, there are no penalties, no reduction of benefits, no refunds required. (An important exception is the so-called "clawback" clause that became standard in 2005 in such contracts with the city of St. Louis.)

Smart, creative use of public development subsidies can improve people's lives and revitalize communities. The current system doesn't work that way. Reform will require take state legislation in the face of muscular opposition from special interests. It will take unprecedented cooperation among local governments with notoriously short-range and narrow priorities.

And it will need support from the public, which has yet to be convinced that working together as a region is our only route to a better future.

Area leaders, public and private, face a daunting challenge.
Missouri ages with grace and a fully stocked bar

By LEWIS W. DIUGUID

The Kansas City Star

Don’t expect baby boomers to go gently, or soberly, into their twilight years.

Especially not in the Show-Me State. A recent government report indicates substance abuse among Missourians age 50 and older has spiked.

The study done by the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration shows that as the 78 million baby boomers born from 1946 to 1964 have aged, they are taking their bad habits with them into their golden years. That includes the use of illicit drugs.

The “Illicit Drug Use Among Older Adults” report shows that about 4.3 million adults age 50 or older used an illegal drug in the last year. Those are many of my contemporaries.

The report is not surprising. I know a number of people my age who still buy and smoke marijuana. I do not join them.

The report showed that more men age 50 to 54 had used marijuana in the last year compared with the number of women in the same age group. The illicit drug report also said that marijuana use was more common than nonmedical use of prescription drugs among males 50 and older. But among women, the marijuana and nonmedical use of prescription drugs was about the same.

The old-age marijuana smoking trend shouldn’t startle anyone. The habits that many of the self-indulgent baby boomers developed as they came of age in their 20s have continued through raising families, jobs and living in the sandwich of getting adult children through college and older parents into retirement, through illnesses or their final days.

That’s a lot of stress, and drinking alcoholic beverages and smoking either cigarettes or marijuana have always helped take the edge off for those who are inclined to indulge. States like Missouri seem to do more to encourage such behavior than other places.

Marijuana aside, Missouri has the lowest tax on cigarettes in the nation at 17 cents a pack. In 2009, Missouri ranked No. 2 in the lowest tax on beer and No. 5 in low taxes on wine and No. 3 in low liquor taxes. The state makes drinking alcoholic beverages go down easier.

Kansas ranked 23rd in taxes on beer, tied for fifth in taxes on wine and sixth lowest on liquor tax rates. Kansas also comes in 36th in taxes on cigarettes.

Sin is an easy sell in the Show-Me State, and for baby boomers that will put a happier face on retirement. According to the 2000 census, Missouri and Kansas ranked in the top 25 states with populations that were age 65 and older. The number of retirees is expected to grow dramatically as more boomers become seniors.

But the baby boom generation has swelled everything from hospital capacity that accommodated our births to schools, colleges, jobs and housing markets where we landed. Retirement communities such as John Knox Village, Foxwood Springs and Kingswood Manor are going to have to make way for more of us as we throttle down from our high consumption pace.

But again, expect many boomers to take their drinking and taste for drugs habits with them. This will be a new phenomenon for retirement communities and nursing homes. The Rolling Stones generation is headed their way already and may not likely be in as good a shape as their parents because of decades of abuse and sedentary lifestyles.

The government report said that substance abuse at any age is tied to many health and social problems. But age-related physical and social changes make aging rockers more vulnerable to the ill-health effects of illegal drugs.

By 2020, the projected increase in older drug users is expected to double the need for treatment services. One thing that marijuana smoking baby boomers hardly paid attention to in their 20s, 30s and 40s were the combo effects of smoking joints with prescription and over-the-counter medication.

A lot of us are taking more of such pharmaceuticals as we age and develop such chronic ailments as high blood pressure and diabetes. The illicit drugs could react badly with the ones we take to stay healthy.

Now would be a good time for baby boomers to change. But at this age, it’s hard to teach old folks new tricks like eating right and staying healthy.

But bless the saints out there who’ll try.

Water quality suffers because of Missouri’s inaction

By KEN MIDKIFF

Special to The Star

Ken Midkiff is the chairman of the Missouri Clean Water Campaign. He lives in Columbia.

Maybe Missouri Sen. Brad Lager, a Savannah Republican, has it right for all the wrong reasons. By causing the Environmental Protection Agency to take back a water-quality protection program, maybe the feds will do what our state has not.

Apparently under the influence of those who view our lakes, rivers and streams as little more than sewers, the Missouri General Assembly has passed laws and measures that are aimed at treating pollution of water as a right.

For at least two decades, the General Assembly has, each year, decreased the amount of tax monies to the Department of Natural Resources. Last year, that amounted to 12 percent of the total budget of the agency.

The federal Clean Water Act states right up front — in Section 101 — that all waters should support aquatic life, recreation, and that fish and shellfish should be safe to eat. To discharge waste water, the Clean Water Act requires that the discharge contain contaminants in limited amounts, and even then, the discharger must have our permission to do so.

That permission is called a permit issued under the legal standards of Section 301 of the Clean Water Act — the National Pollution Discharge Elimination System. Congress decreed that the Environmental Protection Agency was authorized to grant permission on our behalf.

In 1974, the Environmental Protection Agency gave the state of Missouri the authority to administer the federal water protection program in this state.

But the Department of Natural Resources, because of a lack of funding and personnel, has done a miserable job administering the federal program. Water quality protective permits were issued on a “you pays your money, you gets your permit” basis. These permits do contain water-quality protective effluent limits and are generally protective of water quality.

The remainder of the program is sorely lacking. There is very little monitoring, even less enforcement.

Enter Lager. On the last day of the legislative session last year, in a snit over bacteria problems at Lake of the Ozarks, he refused to let the state agency charge fees for issuance of discharge permits. These fees amount to 37 percent of the water protection budget. This year, he has called the Department of Natural Resources a “Kremlin,” and has further said he will hold up the permit fee authorization until the agency holds meetings with “stakeholders,” which is apparently composed only of dischargers.

The Department of Natural Resources simply cannot continue to administer a federal program on the piddling amount given to it by the General Assembly, and with a primary fundraising tool taken away. Citizens, having received a cold shoulder from the state, are correctly withholding support.

With the restrictions set up by the General Assembly, industries are under the impression that they have a right to pollute — an erroneous notion, and one that needs correction.

What Lager is doing is pushing the water protection program into the hands of a federal agency, with offenders tried in a federal court, with a U.S. Attorney as the prosecutor. Perhaps it is time that the water protection program is placed back in federal hands. Federal agencies are not persuaded by petty state politicians to “go light” on major industries that foul our waters.

The state of Missouri has failed. Let’s give the federal government a chance.
Crowell's labor legislation

Monday, January 31, 2011

seMissourian.com

In the Jan. 27 article in the Southeast Missourian, "Crowell would make Missouri a 'right-to-work' state," Jason Crowell's agenda is plain as day -- he's going after Missouri workers, their paychecks and their unions. As a voter in his district, I'm disappointed that he would use his position as our senator to push legislation that would be so devastating to our community. Rather than working for us, he's working for the agenda of greedy CEOs and big corporations from outside of Missouri -- the same people and corporations that have been shipping our jobs overseas.

Senator Crowell hasn't stopped the bleeding of Missouri jobs going overseas, and he's pushing proposals that won't save or create jobs here. What he would do is hurt every working family in Missouri by bringing down our standard of living. It is time for Crowell to stop playing games with Missourians for the benefit of CEOs that donated to his campaign. Voters want and deserve to see the senator take real action on jobs, not to pay back his campaign contributors by attacking workers.

I've noticed that whenever a bill that attacks workers is filed in Jefferson City, it seems like Sen. Crowell is leading the charge. It is time that our senator starts working for us, not for the corporations that have been laying us off and shipping our jobs to China.
The Star’s editorial | Missouri should raise its abysmal cigarette tax

Thanks to the governor and legislature, Missouri has parked itself in the nation’s ashtray.

By refusing to increase the state’s lowest-in-the-nation cigarette tax, elected officials do more than create a gaping hole in the budget.

They invite citizens, especially young people, to take up and continue a harmful habit.

They damage the state’s economy by contributing to a loss of worker productivity.

They cost taxpayers millions of dollars in health costs that must be borne by state and federal governments.

And they stand by while Missourians continue to suffer heart attacks, strokes, smoke-related cancers and premature deaths at a higher rate than the national average.

Missouri is one of just three states that have not increased the tax on cigarettes since 2002. Smokers here pay a rock bottom 17 cents a pack in state taxes. Virginia, with the second-lowest cigarette tax, charges 30 cents a pack.

Statewide ballot initiatives to raise Missouri’s tax narrowly failed in 2002 and 2006, gaining 49 percent of the vote each time. Health groups fervently supported the measures, but tobacco lobbyists pushed back.

Democratic Gov. Jay Nixon and Republican lawmakers use those votes to justify the unconscionably low tax.

But Missouri taxpayers pay dearly for the failure of its leaders to act responsibly.

Research by the Campaign for Tobacco-Free Kids has established that every Missouri household annually pays $586 to cover state and federal expenses caused by smokers.

Smoking-related illnesses create $2.13 billion in medical expenses a year in Missouri. About a quarter of that amount, $532 million, is covered by the state Medicaid program.

The relationship between cost and cigarette usage is well established — by the tobacco companies themselves.

“Tax increases are expected to continue to have an adverse impact on sales of tobacco products … due to lower consumption levels,” cigarette manufacturer Philip Morris said in a 2008 report.

The Campaign for Tobacco-Free Kids estimates that a dollar-per-pack rise in Missouri’s cigarette tax would result in a 16 percent decrease in smoking among high school students.

Researchers also calculate that increasing the price of cigarettes by a dollar would prevent 62,400 young Missourians from becoming addicted adult smokers and encourage 38,500 adults to quit smoking in the first year.

Over five years, the state would save $18.4 million in medical costs from problematic pregnancies and births, and $23.7 million because of fewer heart attacks and strokes.

The Missouri Budget Project, a nonprofit research and advocacy group, has calculated that by increasing the tax to $1.07 a pack — the average of the four largest states bordering Missouri — the state would raise about $500 million. Coincidentally, that’s about the size of next year’s budget shortfall.

But a tax increase that size would have to go to voters. So Rep. Mary Still, a Columbia Democrat, is also proposing raising the tax by 12.5 percent a year for eight years to get to a dollar-per-pack increase.

The conventional wisdom is that a tax increase can’t be done. But Missouri has never experienced sustained bipartisan leadership from the governor on down on this crucial public health issue.

It’s time for the state’s leaders to step up. Missouri’s cigarette tax should be in line with its neighbors and the national average. At 17 cents a pack, it’s making the state the butt of a bad joke.

Senators' solution in search of problem

EDITORIAL
Jack Miles: Editor

Some Missouri senators have an idea - they should go take a nap until that idea goes away.

Senators are considering legislation to increase their power. They want the authority to issue subpoenas to require state agencies to give them information.

Such authority is unnecessary and invites political abuses by both parties.

The reason the legislation is unnecessary is that such authority exists already - with a reasonable restriction - in the Senate and House. The Senate president pro-tem and the House speaker have authority to issue subpoenas, which means if either person uses that power, then he must stand in the public spotlight to answer the question of whether he acted fairly or politically. Under the system, The Associated Press reported, Senate and House chiefs rarely issue subpoenas, and that is a good thing.

Changing the system invites abuse because aggressive politicians in search of assigning fame to their names could and likely would issue unnecessary subpoenas.

To affect an election, for example, senators who gain subpoena authority might be inclined to wait until the early part of the election year to announce hearings about "abuses" by departments controlled by the other party. Under the guise of getting desired information, he could issue subpoenas - needed or not - which would draw media attention that focuses on the alleged abuses, to the embarrassment of the other party. The "investigation" could be made to drag out for months, until every possible political point is scored, and then would end with a conclusion condemning the other party for some level of wrongdoing, real or illusory.

For examples, see Washington.

Senate President Pro Tem Rob Mayer, R-Dexter, said there no specific problem prompted the proposal to give more senators subpoena power, meaning the present system works. 

Under the circumstances, nothing is broken and nothing needs fixing, but the Senate seems poised to push forward with a solution in search of a problem.
Letters to the editor, January 30
Buying in

Rex Sinquefield comes back from California and buys his way into state, St. Louis and Kansas City politics, stating we should eliminate both the city earnings tax and the state income tax. Carl Bearden also says that the state income tax should be eliminated ("A simple step to stimulate the economy," Jan. 27).

So, we eliminate the city earnings tax for St. Louis and Kansas City. What will they do? Increase the sales tax to 10 percent or 12 percent or raise the property taxes so high that no one will be able to afford to live in the city?

According to them, after eliminating the state income tax, a sales tax (capped at 7 percent) would apply to all goods and services. Any services — a financial planner, the gym — and everything you buy would have a 7 percent tax on top of local sales taxes. These taxes would hurt the poor and unemployed.

My idea: Have an up-front, 35 percent tax on anyone making more than $300,000. I'm sure Mr. Sinquefield would be more that willing to pay that, right? After all, he can afford to hand over $300,000 to political action committees to push his agenda on everyone else.

Jo Donze • St. Louis

A gift for our neighbors


Dropping the income tax looks like a blessing to Missourians but it is a blessing to states with residents who work in Missouri. Illinois and Kansas no longer would have to give credit for income taxes paid to Missouri. So the income taxes would be paid entirely to the worker's home state, not to Missouri.

New Mexico has oil income, and it has an income tax, sales tax and a gross receipts tax on services. It had the good sense to remove the sales tax on food and the gross receipts tax on medical services. Auto repairs, legal services, architectural services, accounting services and funerals are taxed. Non-profit organizations and governments are not exempt from the gross receipts tax. Before the elimination of the tax on medical services, some New Mexico residents went to Texas for medical services.

While Texas has no income tax, people say its real estate taxes are too high. People who work in El Paso, Texas, live in New Mexico, and pay income taxes but avoid Texas' real estate taxes. Missourians could cross the state line for lower sales and gross receipt taxes.

Missouri seems to be racing to be at the bottom of the 50 states when it comes to responsible funding of governmental services. Businesses do not want to locate where there is substandard education or public services. Instead of eliminating income taxes, it makes more sense to slightly raise income, gas and tobacco taxes and eliminate the sales tax on food.

Edward C. Wicklein • Wentzville

Drug testing will help eliminate abuse

11:00 PM, Jan. 29, 2011   

I am responding to Holly Baggett's letter ("Drug testing affront to poor families," Jan. 9) regarding the drug testing of families receiving Temporary Assistance for Needy Families Program. Baggett seems to be offended that people receiving this taxpayer government-funded program would have to be drug tested to get these benefits. I find this ironic as the funding for this and other programs like it come from people's taxes paid out of their paycheck. I assure you that most of these people had to have a drug test before they could be considered for employment. She should also be made aware that almost all employers require drug testing pre-employment, random testing and mandatory testing if they are injured on the job.

If the person who works hard everyday that pays for this benefit has to be tested, then how is it that the people who receive this benefit for free should be exempt?

I have been an advocate of drug testing for anyone receiving government assistance and personally spoke to Melissa Leach about this prior to her election.

I feel that anyone who honestly needs help should receive it, and I am glad it is available for them. I do not want to see our tax dollars paid out to the people who can afford drugs, only because hardworking people are paying for the rest of their necessities.

Melissa Leach is keeping a campaign promise of watching how our tax dollars are spent; I say good job.

If we eliminate the abuse in some of the programs, maybe we could help more of the people who really do deserve our help. I live in a middle-class working neighborhood; however, when I have spoken to people in the area, they, too, feel the same on this as I do.

Tom Edmonds Springfield
Drug use at heart of debate

Our opinion

St. Joseph News Press

A large majority of the Missouri House — 121 of 158 voting members — went on record this week as opposing welfare payments for people found to be abusing drugs.

They would mandate drug tests for applicants “reasonably suspected” of using illegal drugs. Those who fail would lose benefits for one year under the federal Temporary Assistance for Needy Families program. About 44,000 families, totaling 112,000 people, receive TANF benefits each month.

How harsh is this?

To listen to the hue and cry from their opponents, the Republican majority in the House is a bunch of heartless, holier-than-thou politicians who have no sense of how to compassionately address the problems of poverty and drug abuse. The opponents charge this step would be too costly in a time of budget shortfalls and would only make matters worse for a family with an addicted parent.

This is where the bill’s backers should ask, sincerely, “What better ideas do you have to protect the taxpayers’ interests?”

At the minimum, a drug-testing regime would identify how many recipients are abusing drugs and presumably diverting some part of their household income to buying drugs, while at the same time receiving taxpayer-funded benefits.

We hope the number is relatively small, but to hear the opponents talk, it could be that a large number of welfare recipients are drug abusers. That’s bad for everyone involved — taxpayers who can guess where their money is going, drug users who aren’t compelled to defeat their addictions as long as the money is coming in, and any youngsters in the household who might be exposed to drugs and drug-addled parents.

Drug testing would give policymakers more information. The Republican majority simply goes to the next step of temporarily cutting off funds for people on welfare and abusing drugs. Money allocated for children would be administered by a third party, on their behalf.

This bill doesn’t solve all the policy problems involving welfare and drugs, or all of the problems going on in these homes, but its supporters at least are trying to improve a bad situation rather than just ignoring it.

The price of dumping state income tax: 15 percent on everything.

By the Editorial Board www.STLtoday.com | (16) Comments | Posted: Friday, January 28, 2011 9:00 pm
Back in the day, you'd get tokens in change when you paid sales taxes. That's no longer a problem.

Missourians now have a realistic estimate of what it would cost to replace the state’s individual and corporate income taxes with higher and broader sales taxes: at least 12.25 cents on the dollar. Add average local sales taxes of 2.75 percent, and Missourians would pay 15 cents on the dollar.

It would be less if you shop in places where local sales taxes are lower. It would be more where local sales taxes are higher. And those taxes would be applied not just to goods, as most current sales taxes are, but to nearly everything you buy, including auto repair, haircuts, prescription drugs, housing rents, utilities and child care. Some proposals also would tax doctor’s visits and prescription drugs.

So forget the 5.11 percent (plus local taxes) estimate in bills currently before the Missouri Legislature. Forget the 7 percent state “cap” contained in nine separate initiative petitions filed by operatives for anti-income tax crusader Rex Sinquefield.

The amount of “consumption tax” necessary to replace the state’s income taxes, plus fund a so-called “prebate” to every Missouri family to offset taxes on basic goods and services, plus an average local sales of 2.75 percent, adds up to 15 percent.

Those are not our calculations, nor are they those of any left-leaning, bleeding-heart, pinko, soak-the-rich advocacy group.

They were compiled by James R. Moody, a public finance consultant and lobbyist in Jefferson City. Mr. Moody was the budget director and director of the Office of Administration for Missouri Gov. John Ashcroft, himself a conservative Republican.

Mr. Moody analyzed the various consumption tax proposals for Missourians Against Higher Sales Taxes, an ad-hoc organization of various groups and industries who would be affected by the tax changes.

In a letter last week to state Auditor Tom Schweich, whose office will have to analyze the fiscal impact of any of the nine consumption tax initiatives that Mr. Sinquefield’s operatives have filed, Mr. Moody minced no words:

“[A]ll of these petitions are fiscally untenable. They will either bankrupt the state, or in the alternative, bankrupt the poor and the working lower and middle-income classes.”

The theology behind the various consumption tax proposals is that income taxes are a major economic disincentive. Replacing them with consumption taxes eventually would cause the state’s economy to boom, proponents believe, though in the short run, consumer spending (and thus the state’s tax base) would fall dramatically.

To offset the pain and to get around the fact that sales taxes affect the poor far more than the affluent, the state would, in theory, pay every Missouri family a “prebate”: a monthly check to cover the cost of sales taxes on basic goods and services, calculated by using federal poverty levels.

But none of the various consumption tax proposals filed — either as bills in the Legislature or as initiative petitions — account for the cost of the prebates. The low-end estimate for that is around $2 billion a year. Mr. Moody accepts $3 billion as more realistic.

“The proponents would leave you to believe that you can have a reduced tax base, a relatively low and capped tax rate and a prebate fully funded,” Mr. Moody writes. “That notion, however, is pure fantasy, and a basic ‘bait and switch’ tactic.”

Here’s the bottom line: 15 percent. On darn near everything. For a pipe dream.
January 28, 2011

Our view: Sending mixed messages

The Joplin Globe Fri Jan 28, 2011, 08:13 AM CST

We’re confused. The Missouri Senate Transportation Committee on Wednesday approved legislation that would bar all drivers from texting while driving.

Currently in Missouri, only drivers 21 years old and younger are prohibited from texting while driving, but the Missouri State Highway Patrol says it is hard to tell how old a driver is if an officer sees one texting.

 This proposal makes sense from an enforcement level. We’re sure carrying out the texting law is difficult at best, and even harder if you have to guess how old the texting suspect is. Whether you believe this additional government regulation is needed is up to you.

Here’s the perplexing part about the committee’s actions: On the same day, it voted to repeal the state law requiring motorcyclists to wear helmets. Except, if you’re 21 years old or younger. Then you have to wear a helmet. And, we suppose you can’t text either.

No matter what you think of either of these proposals, you’ve got to admit it sends a conflicted message about what’s safe to do while you’re driving. It also leaves us wondering where this particular state committee stands.

By the way, the committee also considered whether to raise the state fine for not wearing a seat belt from $10 to $50. That would be the third highest fine in the nation for not wearing a seat belt. The committee did not vote on that bill.

Given the other inconsistencies, that’s probably just as well.

The Star’s editorial | Capitol Watch: Puppies, immigrants and state workers

They live!

House Democrats in Kansas are proposing to shift the strategy for curbing illegal immigration by making companies face tougher consequences for hiring undocumented workers. It’s a logical move. Undocumented workers are unlikely to see a Kansas without jobs as a good destination.

Their proposal would force businesses to use E-Verify, a federal system that checks on potential employees’ residency status by making sure their Social Security number is valid. While E-Verify has critics, it is free to businesses and should be explored.

But perhaps most impressive: This offers proof the Kansas statehouse has some Democrats. Hmm, maybe we need some verification (electronic?).

Worker (un)appreciation day

Kansas legislators have suggested cutting employee salaries by 7.5 percent through the end of this fiscal year. It’s a painful move. But the state is in desperate times and we’ve previously noted that a 5 percent pay cut should probably be on the table as a last budget resort.

But what to make of the pay cut proposed in the Board of Regents system? Employees would lose the same salary chunk, but the state wouldn’t be saving any money. Instead, those funds would be spent on deferred building maintenance.

Asking employees to foot the bill when the state won’t seems to miss the point of a budget crisis, and it adds insult to financial injury.

Strange days, indeed

Kansas Secretary of State Kris Kobach wants overseas voters to have the right to decide full ballots, including tax issues. Currently, overseas voters can vote on city council races, but not local bond issues.

Kobach rightly notes that while critics claim military members and other citizens overseas aren’t in touch with issues back home, that logic is flawed and would argue for denying them a vote entirely.

So, for those keeping track: 1. Kobach is advocating voting rights for folks living outside the United States. 2. The Star is agreeing with Kobach.

Absentee without proper leave

Speaking of voting, a Missouri senator is putting together a schizophrenic bill that would increase access to voting on one hand while impeding it on the other.

Kevin Engler, a Farmington Republican who chairs the committee on election policy, said he is drafting a bill that would finally allow early voting in Missouri (good for access) but would also require voters to show photo identification (bad for access).

A previous bill requiring a photo ID to vote has been declared unconstitutional by the Missouri Supreme Court.

That doesn’t necessarily mean Republicans aren’t serious about the early voting provision. During testimony, Engler confided that he needs some help going straight. Seems he’s often voted absentee without a valid excuse.

“I lie every year,” Engler admitted.

Barking about puppy mill law

A spate of bills aimed at overturning the will of voters and sparing Missouri’s status as the nation’s “puppy mill capital” received a sympathetic reception in House and Senate committees last week.

Rural lawmakers want to either repeal outright or substantially amend the statute that was Proposition B on the November statewide ballot. It requires dog breeders to treat their animals humanely.

One of the bills, sponsored by Rep. Stanley Cox, a Sedalia Republican, would modify the ballot measure by:

· Removing the provisions requiring owners to provide adequate shelter from the elements, sufficient housing, sufficient space to turn and stretch freely, necessary veterinary care and adequate rest between breeding cycles.

· Removing the provisions requiring water for dogs to be free of debris, feces, algae and other contaminants.

With his proposed changes, Cox has soundly validated the wisdom of voters in passing the puppy mill cruelty act.

Post Dispatch Political Cartoon
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