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Top officials in St. Charles, Jefferson counties lay out redistricting visions

By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter  

Posted 4:45 pm, Sat., 2.26.11 

Amid the mingling with their fellow Republicans, the county executives for St. Charles and Jefferson counties also have congressional redistricting on their minds.

And each has a vision of what he'd like to see.

"We'd like to keep three congressional districts in the St. Louis area,'' said St. Charles County Executive Steve Ehlmann, among hundreds of Republicans attending this weekend's Lincoln Days festivities in Springfield, Mo.

But taking note of his county's gain -- and the city of St. Louis' loss -- Ehlmann added, "We don't necessarily want two in the city of St. Louis."

The city now is split between the 1st and 3rd congressional districts. The 1st District, which also takes in north St. Louis County, lost more population than any other district in the state.

Some Republicans have suggested that the 1st (now represented by Democrat William Lacy Clay) be expanded to include all the city. Many GOP leaders also have made no secret that the 3rd District, represented by Democrat Russ Carnahan, may be slated for elimination since the state is losing a congressional district.

St. Charles County is now split between the 9th and 2nd congressional districts. Some speculate that the new map might shift the 9th, which takes in the western half of the county, so that it takes in more of the eastern half. The 2nd District might then lose some or all of its St. Charles territory, and be shifted eastward and further south -- taking in more of St. Louis County.

But shifting the current 9th District into the St. Louis area might cause a problem for its member of Congress, U.S. Rep. Blaine Luetkemeyer, who resides in St. Elizabeth, Mo., southwest of Jefferson City, in the current district's southwest corner. Although a member of Congress doesn't have to live in their district, politically it's expected.

Luetkemeyer said in an interview that he will be closely monitoring the redistricting process.

As for Jefferson County, new County Executive Ken Waller said he's hoping that the county -- now entirely in the 3rd District -- remains in one congressional district, even if the 3rd is eliminated.

Waller said that he's heard talk that the county might be split, with the southern half shifting into the 8th congressional district (now represented by U.S. Rep. Jo Ann Emerson, R-Cape Girardeau), and the northern half going into the 2nd District (now represented by Rep. Todd Akin, R-Town and Country.)

The rumored boundary line would be Highway M in Barnhart, Waller said. He added that he wasn't thrilled by such talk: "Splitting the county doesn't help anybody."

Meanwhile, state Senate and House leaders told fellow Republicans at Saturday's town hall forum that they were committed to crafting a fair congressional district map -- but would use political muscle, if necessary.

State Senate President Pro Tem Rob Mayer, R-Dexter, noted that the new map would need to be approved by the legislature, and Oked by Gov. Jay Nixon, a Democrat.

However, state House Speaker Steve Tilley, R-Perryville, reaffirmed Saturday what he has said before -- that he believes he can assemble the 109 House votes needed to override a Nixon veto, if necessary. The House has 106 Republicans.

Mayer -- who oversees a Senate with 26 Republicans and 8 Democrats -- didn't speculate on his override prospects. He would need 23 votes.

Cunningham honored for Prop C effort, calls on Koster to join suits

By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter 

Posted 9:37 pm, Sat., 2.26.11 

State Sen. Jane Cunningham, R-Chesterfield, was named "Republican Legislator of the Year'' on Saturday in honor of her work against the federal health care changes.

Cunningham was a key leader of the effort that put Proposition C on the ballot last August. The measure, approved by 71 percent of primary voters, seeks to exempt Missouri from some of the federal health care mandates, such as the provision requiring most people to purchase insurance by 2014.

Cunningham received the award from the Missouri Grand Order of the Pachyderms, a GOP-aligned group.

At Saturday's closing Lincoln Days banquet, Cunningham accepted the honor by calling on Republicans to pressure state Attorney General Chris Koster to join one of the suits -- by state governments or Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder -- against the federal health care changes. So far, Koster has not gotten involved.

Cunningham contended Proposition C had bipartisan support. "We know that Chris Koster has been both a Republican and a Democrat,'' she said, referring to Koster's party switch in 2007. "Wouldn't you think someone as bipartisan as that would step up to the plate?

Also honored Saturday was state GOP chairman David Cole, who was named Republican of the Year.

McCaskill speaks out on Libya, budget cuts at town hall forum

The Missouri senator believes the U.S. is helping Libya "behind the scenes."

THE MANEATER   By Gregory Zajac and Kari Paul 
Published Feb. 25, 2011

Sen. Claire McCaskill, D-Mo., advocated reducing the deficit and defended President Barack Obama’s policy on Libya at a town hall forum Wednesday in Columbia City Hall.

She said increased contracting oversight and cuts in military spending are necessary to balance the budget. 

“Cuts have to happen,” McCaskill said. “They have to happen in the discretionary domestic budget, but they also have to happen in the discretionary defense budget.”

Ahmed El-Tayesh, who attended the forum and has family in Libya, asked McCaskill what she and the Obama-Biden Administration were doing to put pressure on Moammar Gadhafi, the Libyan dictator of 42 years who is engaging in violent crackdowns against protestors in the country.

“I’m not asking for troops," El-Tayash said. "I’m just asking for America to take a strong stand and Obama to take a strong stand against a dictator, a tyrant, a killer, a murderer of innocent people.”

McCaskill avoided specifics but said she was sure the administration was taking action behind the scenes. She explained she thinks the Obama Administration is doing its best to solve the complicated problem of Middle East conflict.

“The entire situation in the Middle East is very tricky, because the United States needs to monitor it, the United States needs to express its displeasure over innocent people ever having to suffer bloodshed because they want to be free, but at the same time we cannot be seen as meddling or trying to dictate to all of these nations what happens,” McCaskill said.

She went on to say it is important to help people who want freedom, but the U.S. government’s main focus should be on its own security. 

“While we really want to protect the people of Libya and Egypt and Yemen and all of these places that want freedom, we also have to stay focused on our number one priority, and that’s our national security,” McCaskill said.

McCaskill said she thinks such events are best handled outside the public’s view.

“Sometimes, exerting political pressure is more effectively done in the area of foreign policy over the phone and in rooms far away and not on the front page of the newspaper,” McCaskill said.

She said she would rather see budget cuts to the Defense Department than tax cuts for the wealthy, but said she recognizes the deficit requires everyone to make sacrifices.

“Over the next 10 years, you should just assume that if you’re receiving funding from the federal government, it’s going to shrink,” McCaskill said. “You should assume that it’s going to shrink significantly, and I will be someone working to help it shrink.”

McCaskill said we cannot afford to do all we are doing now and budget cuts need to be made, but said she disagreed with the House’s recent budget cuts which are on their way to the Senate.

“Everybody needs to share the pain,” McCaskill said. “I am not somebody who believes that all has to come at the expense of the working poor and the middle class, which is essentially what most of the cuts they did were at the expense of.”

Jim Lambert expressed concern to McCaskill about the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act passed last year with virtually no Republican support.

“While I certainly agree that health care needs to be reformed, it just seems like this bill has passed in a fast moment of time within the Senate without really debate or discussion, and essentially got shoved down people’s throats,” Lambert said.

McCaskill said the bill was debated extensively in the Senate and includes many positive provisions which people who have not read the bill are not aware of. 

She said House Republicans were essentially shoving their proposed budget cuts down American’s throats by passing it without bipartisan support. She said she thinks both parties should work together to support the working class and make decisions that help all Americans.

“They voted on a partisan basis, not one Democrat voted for what the Republicans did in the House of Representatives,” McCaskill said.

U.S. House of Representatives votes to lower Pell Grant

THE INDEX, TRUMAN STATE UNIVERSITY By Natalie Vonarx
Published: Thursday, February 24, 2011

Updated: Thursday, February 24, 2011 00:02

The U.S. Senate will soon vote on a proposed 15 percent cut to the Pell Grant, a financial award to low-income students, which 1,170 Truman students currently qualify for.

The U.S. House of Representatives passed a bill Feb. 19 to cut the Pell Grant awarded to each student from the current $5,550 to $4,705 for the 2011-2012 academic year, said Kathy Elsea, director of Financial Aid.

A total of approximately $4 million was granted to Truman students through the Pell Grant this year, she said.

This cut lowers the amount of money low-income students would receive through the Pell Grant, Elsea said.

The federal Pell Grant does not need to be repaid and goes to the highest need students. Students must file the Free Application for Federal Student Aid to determine eligibility, she said.

"Cutting the Pell chart would be really bad," Elsea said. "For quite a few years, the Pell Grant hasn't even paid the full cost of tuition. A student receiving the maximum grant is not even receiving enough money to cover tuition, much less additional fees such as books or room and board."

Decreasing the budget of the Pell Grant would be hard on students given the reduction of state funding that also is in effect, Elsea said. The Access Missouri program was less this year than it was the year before, she said.   

However, Elsea explained other options aside from cutting the budget of the Pell Grant. Currently, eligible students might receive the Pell Grant for the academic year and an additional smaller grant for the summer session, she said. President Barack Obama proposed to cut the additional summer grant in order to keep the maximum Pell Grant at $5,550, she said.

"Two-hundred-twenty-six students received Pell Grants in the summer this year for a total of $225,570," Elsea said. "So some of our students definitely utilize [the Pell Grant] in the summer."

If the Pell Grant given for the summer session is taken away, it would not take effect until summer 2012.

Sophomore Evan Richardson receives $2,000 from the Pell Grant and if his grant is reduced it will affect him financially.

"Two-thousand dollars a year is a pretty big chunk with Truman's tuition," Richardson said. "I really don't have any other source of income other than a minimum wage job, so I rather like the $2,000 I'm getting."

According to the National Association of Student Financial Aid Administrators, the U.S. House of Representatives made their decision by passing the H.R. 1 bill with 235 votes for to 189 votes against the cut, and the bill will be voted on by the Senate.

"Education funding is important," Paul Floca, communication director for Congressman Blaine Luetkemeyer said. "We are in a budget crisis right now so a lot of tough decisions are going to have to be made."

Budget cuts may hurt urban food efforts, agriculture official says
By Robert Joiner, Beacon staff  

Posted 4:50 pm, Fri., 2.25.11 

Roger Beachy, former head of the Donald Danforth Plant Science Center in St. Louis, expressed concern Friday about the impact that federal budget cuts might have on research and other programs at the Department of Agriculture. Last year, Beachy was appointed the department's first director of National Institute of Food and Agriculture.

Sean Thomas, executive director of Old North St. Louis Restoration Group, discusses items in the group's food co-op in Old North St. Louis, during a tour of the facility Friday for Roger Beachy (right), director of the Department of Agriculture's National Institute of Food and Agriculture; and Rusty Lee (left), owner of Lee Farms of Truxton, Mo. Beachy formerly headed the Donald Danforth Plant Science Center in St. Louis.

He was in St. Louis on Friday to tour a grocery co-op in the Old North community and talk about food deserts -- neighborhoods where residents lack access to full-service grocery stores. He said he hoped to take back to Washington ideas of how the department can work more closely with the University of Missouri agriculture extension program, food co-ops and other groups.
But the House efforts to make sharp cuts in agriculture and other federal programs were on his mind. He mentioned them in response to a question from the Beacon, noting that one proposal would trim $250 million from the institute's budget. The money includes spending for research ranging from sustainable agriculture to organic research to plant breeding.

"We do know the impact of what we can do in the Department of Agriculture," he said. "There may be less opportunity to help further the work of co-ops like this and others around the country. There certainly would be less (money for) doing the kind of research and extension work and funding extension research and development as a consequence of the budget restraints."

Regardless of the outcome, he said, "We hope to keep some of the research activities alive. But it will be very much up for debate in the next few months. We want people to know the work of the Agriculture Department. The more people know about what we do, the more the likelihood they can talk to their congressman about the importance of what USDA does so that we can make sure funding continues."

He acknowledged that some cuts might occur, saying, "these are trying economic times, and we have to make it work. But we don't want to do it at the expense of investing in our future. That's what research and education do. They invest in our future."

Extension programs help urban areas

The tour was arranged in part by by the University of Missouri Extension program, one of several groups that formed a partnership to help set up the food co-op. The other partners were the Missouri Foundation for Health, the Missouri Department of Agriculture and Lee Farms. 

Kara Lubischer, community developer for the University of Missouri Extension program, hopes that Beachy's visit will help shine more light on the way agriculture extension programs have changed in recent years. In the past, she said, the assumption was the program involved only rural communities.
These days, she said, rural and urban interests need to a comprehensive strategy "to address food deserts by increasing the supply of food" through food from farmers and through urban community gardens "and making sure food is affordable and healthy."

One goal, she said is to help Washington "understand the role that agriculture is playing" in helping food co-ops develop and thrive.

Bud Reber, regional director of the extension program, pointed to the partnership between Lee Farms in Truxton, Mo., and the Old North Co-op, 2718 13th Street, as an example of how the extension program is connecting urban and rural communities. The co-op contracts with Rusty Lee, owner of Lee Farms, to supply much of the fresh food that is sold in the co-op.

David Baker, assistant dean in the University of Missouri's College of Agriculture, says the public doesn't fully understand the role of agriculture in Missouri.

"Agriculture is the No. 1 industry in the state, with 108,000 farms," he said. "All are important, not only in rural communities but economic development in urban areas."

He cited extension services provided at the West End Community Center near Delmar and Union, where youngsters learn about careers.

"Some of them are now getting degrees at Rolla," the University of Missouri's engineering school, he said. "Had they not had that experience through the extension program, they might not have gone to Rolla."

Beachy also said he hoped to learn from his visit to the co-op. "We have to look at all the pieces that go into successful communities. We sometimes get so engaged with the big projects that we sometime lose sight of the smaller projects that also have to go along.

"Sometimes, I wonder if policymakers and representatives are aware of the small pieces, and I want to encourage them to be knowledgeable. I want to make sure that my colleagues in Washington working in a variety of areas of agriculture are aware of this new piece here in St. Louis as an example of what might work not only here but in other cities." 

Corps plans hearing on Osage River dams 

RHINELAND, Mo. (AP) -- The Army Corps of Engineers will hold a public hearing next week on the operation of Osage River dams that form Missouri's Truman Reservoir and the Lake of the Ozarks.

U.S. Rep. Blaine Luetkemeyer says he requested the hearing because of concerns that downstream areas often are inundated with large releases of water from the dams.

The Corps operates the Truman dam. But Bagnell Dam at the Lake of the Ozarks is operated by the utility company Ameren Missouri.

The hearing takes place March 10 at 6:30 p.m. at the Rhineland Volunteer Fire Department.

Missouri River levees discussed

Marshall White St. Joseph News-Press 

POSTED: 10:53 pm CST February 27, 2011
COLUMBIA, Mo. — Spring is three weeks away, but it’s not too early to start worrying about flooding on the Missouri River. 

Recent warm weather caused a spate of draining from the plains snow pack and moved river ice out of the system. 

That was a good thing, said Jody Farhat, the Army Corps of Engineers Missouri River water management chief. 

“Essentially, full flood storage capacity is available,” she told members of the Missouri Levee and Drainage District Association. 

State officials and area farmers have their doubts. 

Missouri has requested that navigation season open early in part because there is a high likelihood of floods, said Sara Pauley, Missouri Department of Natural Resources director. 

Last year’s flooding left many levees in poor condition, and the National Weather Service is predicting a wet spring. 

The result could be more flooding, said Mike Wells, a Missouri River specialist with DNR. 

The Corps of Engineers planned two spring pulses this year to increase Missouri River flow. 

“I’m betting we won’t do the March pulse,” Mrs. Farhat, the official with her hand on the spigot, said. 

The Corps of Engineers increases the water flow to assist the pallid sturgeon, but a recent study shows that the fish doesn’t need a pulse, Ms. Pauley said. 

“Science now knows that the sturgeon’s spawning cues are increased daylight and water temperature, not a river pulse,” she said. 

A spring rise could bring high water that would affect bottomland drainage. 

If the Missouri River runs above 13 feet, it creates drainage problems for the Halls and Rushville/Sugar Lake levees, said Lanny Frakes, vice president of the association and a local farmer. 

Water that isn’t pumped off the land means drowned crops, Mr. Frakes said. The option of pumping becomes more costly with rising fuel costs, he said. 

But high fuel costs could be a plus for the river. 

That will make people rethink their logistics and could turn the Missouri River back into a marine highway, said Ernie Perry, DNR’s freight development administrator. 

Making St. Joseph’s port a success is something Ron Blakley, a member of the local port authority’s board of directors and an area farmer, would like to see. 

However, the condition of levees in St. Joseph remains a concern. 

The 1993 flood breached the Elwood-Gladden levees and there’s no money in the 2012 fiscal budget to fix the St. Joseph-area levees. 

“As a community, we can’t afford to see that time bomb explode because it could mean the loss of the Air National Guard,“ Mr. Blakely said. 

The Corps did have some good levee news. 

Contracts have been signed to repair the two non-federal Holt County levees that breached in 2010.

St. Louisans Hold Unity Rally To Support Wisconsin Protestors

By Teresa Woodard

1:19 PM CST, February 26, 2011

TOWN & COUNTRY, MO (KTVI - FOX2)

A rally in St. Louis Saturday was held in solidarity with workers in Wisconsin.  While protesters in that state are upset over a proposal to cut the budget by ending collective bargaining rights for some public worker unions, local demonstrators say Missouri has its own battle to fight.  It's all about the minimum wage.

"Support public workers!  Support public workers," they chanted outside a shuttered Wal Mart in Town and Country.  About 50 people who support organized labor said they were there to support the working people in the state of Wisconsin.

"People are here because of the energy and inspiration provided by the working people of Wisconsin right now," said Lara Granich, of Jobs with Justice.  "But we know workers aren't just under attack in Wisconsin, they're under attack in Missouri as well."

'The Missouri house is considering a bill that would repeal our minimum wage," said Granich, "including repealing a key provision that allows the minimum wage to go up a little each year to keep up with the cost of inflation"

The bills being debated in the House and Senate would essentially kill the cost of living adjustment, because it would keep the state's minimum wage, from ever exceeding the federal minimum wage.

Joe Wicks was in the crowd.  He is a waiter in the loop making $3.63 an hour.

"It's hard, it's hard to keep up with daily bills, food, rent, utilities, gas to get to work, it's hard," he said.  "And it's sad to know that these people who are supposed to represent the people of Missouri are so dead set against helping the people of Missouri."

From the rally, they divided themselves up into several groups who went to knock on doors and make calls, trying to encourage voters to contact their lawmakers.

"It's a direct repeal of the will of the voters," said Wicks. 

In Wisconsin, there are lots of people saying it's beyond time to be more fiscally conservative.  Some say if Missouri's minimum wage continues to inch up, the cost of doing business here goes up, and jobs may leave.

"There are a  lot of ways to fix the budget crisis and we think you should look not just at cuts but ways you can bring revenue into our state to keep investing in our greatest assets that will help our economy recover," said Granich.
Demonstrators gathered in St. Louis to stand in solidarity with workers in Wisconsin. 

Written by Talia Kaplan 

St. Louis, MO (KSDK)- About 100 demonstrators gathered in St. Louis on Saturday to stand in solidarity with workers in Wisconsin. 
While workers in Wisconsin are protesting a proposal to cut the benefits and bargaining power of Wisconsin's public unions, in Missouri local demonstrators say we have our own battle to fight, the issue of minimum wage. 

"The goal of today was to show that workers throughout the country are under attack and we're standing together," said Lara Granich the Director of Missouri's Jobs with Justice. 

About 100 people gathered outside a shuttered Wal Mart in Town and Country, most of them saying they were showcasing their support for the working people in Wisconsin. 

"What happens to unionized workers can't be separated from what happens to all workers and were all part of one economy and when union workers bargain better pay and benefits that benefits every worker," said Granich. 

She says workers in Missouri are under attack because the Missouri House is considering a bill that would repeal the state's minimum wage. 

"In 2006, 76% of Missouri voters put in place this minimum wage...One of most important provisions in that was Missouri minimum wage would have a cost of living adjustment our minimum wage in the state would rise and fall with the cost of living," said Granich. 

But, the bill debated in the House and Senate would kill that and instead the state's minimum wage would be set at the federal level. 

"It's disheartening and I'm saddened that the people l elect to represent me are not doing their job," said Joe Wicks, who is a waiter in University City said. 

He says he struggles to get by. 

"As a waitor or server I make half of minimum wage right now, $3.63 an hour, the rest is supposed to be made up with tips. I am already stretching myself very thin when it comes to rent, utilities, food ,and gas I can't imagine, as inflation goes up, as the cost of living goes up, stretching myself even farther I don't know if that's possible," Wicks said. 

Even some local business owners say they are wondering why the state Legislature is attempting to get rid of a bill that more than 3/4 of Missourians voted for. 
"I'm appalled," said Lew Prince, a managing partner of Vintage Vinyl in the Delmar Loop in University City. 
He says changing the minimum wage policy will have an adverse effect on our economy.
"The economics of it are long proven, the more money that stays in the state and stays in the economy and the more that money circulates the better it is for business and the more jobs it creates. But, what's really more important is that I care about my neighbors. I live in a neighborhood in U-City and my neighbors who work minimum wage are barely keeping their heads above water and now the state Legislature wants to roll back any chance of a cost of living increase," said Prince. 

NewsChannel5 spoke with Rep. Jerry Nolte, who sponsored the bill that would do aay with the minimum wage escalator. 
"The reason we are moving this bill forward is it's a way to keep Missouri competitive with our surrounding states. With the exception of this bill, our minimum wage would go up and exceed that of all our surrounding states with the exception of Illinois," said Rep. Nolte R-Gladstone. 
"It's mainly to promote economic development and job growth and example would be in Illinois where the minimum wage is 1 dollar higher than our minimum wage a small business with ten employees will spend 20 thousand dollars more than they would be if they were in a state with the federal minimum wage," he continued. 

"We hope elected officials here in Missouri will see clearly that they are put in this job by the voters and they spoke saying they want this Missouri minimum wage protected," said Granich. 

The bill hits the floor of the House as early as Monday. 

Declawing Prop B? Bills to weaken dog breeding restrictions gain momentum

By Jason Rosenbaum, special to the Beacon  

Posted 7:47 pm, Sun., 2.27.11 

When Proposition B regulating dog breeding in Missouri eked out a victory last November, its passage almost immediately sparked talk of repeal or rewrite among some rural legislators.
"To represent my district well, we would just as soon throw it out," said state Rep. Tony Dugger, R-Hartville, who sponsored a bill to repeal Proposition B.

Other legislation, such as a bill from a Sedalia lawmaker that recently came together in the House Committee on Agriculture Policy, changes key provisions.

Meanwhile Prop B supporters argue that the legislature's push to repeal or rewrite Proposition B usurps the will of the voters.

"We did have a statewide vote, and the voters said yes," said Barbara Schmitz, spokeswoman for Missourians for the Protection of Dogs and Missouri director for the Humane Society of the United States. "We as the proponents of Proposition B had to make the case to the voters, and the voters looked at it. They debated it and analyzed it for nearly a year. Ultimately, voters statewide supported it. It is undemocratic for lawmakers to come in and overturn the will of the people."

NARROW PASSAGE, LEGISLATIVE BACKLASH

Spurred on by groups such as the Humane Society of America and ASPCA, Proposition B passed last year with 51.6 percent of the vote. While the measure failed by wide margins in rural areas, it passed overwhelmingly in urban and suburban areas, such as St. Charles County, Jefferson County, St. Louis County and St. Louis.
Prop B requires anybody with 10 or more breeding dogs to provide the animals with "sufficient" food and water, "necessary" veterinarian care, "sufficient" housing and space to exercise, and adequate rest between breeding cycles. It also prohibits somebody from owning more than 50 dogs "for the purpose of breeding those animals and selling any offspring for use as a pet" and limits those animals from breeding more than twice in an 18-month period.

But opponents argue that the measure places unreasonable standards on licensed dog breeders while not going after unlicensed ones. Lawmakers filed roughly a dozen bills in the House and the Senate either to revise or repeal elements of the ballot initiative, which goes into effect this November.

State Rep. Stanley Cox, R-Sedalia, has submitted a bill to revamp some of Prop B's provisions. It would:

Eliminate the cap on breeding dogs at 50.

Allow breeding dogs to produce more than two litters every 18 months by redefining "adequate rest between breeding cycles." Female dogs would not be bred to produce more "litters in a given period than what is recommended by a licensed [veterinarian] as appropriate for the species, age, and health of dog."

Change the definition of "necessary veterinarian care." Under Prop B, dogs must receive a yearly examination, as well as prompt treatment of any injury or illness, by a licensed veterinarian. Cox's bill would require at least two personal visual inspections, as well as treatment of "serious" illness or disease, by a veterinarian. It also deletes the requirement for a licensed veterinarian to administer euthanasia.

Revise definitions for "regular exercise," "sufficient food and clean water" and "sufficient housing, including protection from the elements."

In an interview, Cox said Proposition B will drive licensed breeders out of business. Cox said that his bill improves what was originally proposed.
"I think (the committee) made it more workable," Cox said. The committee "took out some of the more serious problems in the bill. But I think they left in it what was clearly what voters had been concerned about the treatment of animals."

The Missouri Farm Bureau has also pushed for some changes to the initiative. In a statement, Farm Bureau president Blake Hurst said when "out-of-state animal activists decide they know what's best for Missouri," action by the legislation "is not only justified, it's necessary."

"People who disregard the current law will disregard new laws and regulations as well, and Proposition B does absolutely nothing to address that," said Hurst.

Schmitz said her group has numerous problems with Cox's bill, including: removing the rest period for female dogs between breeding cycles, changing the standard of veterinarian care, eliminating the requirement that a vet be present when a dog is euthanized, and altering exercise and water provisions.

The group also opposes removing the cap on the number of breeding dogs cap and reconfiguring the misdemeanor provisions. And while another provision in Cox's bill increases the amount of money that the Department of Agriculture can collect for enforcement, Schmitz said the bad outweighs the good in the legislation.

"That helpfulness in the [bill], that doesn't outweigh the fact that the rest of the measure completely guts Proposition B," Schmitz said.

OVERTURNING -- or representing -- VOTERS

Proponents of Proposition B say that attempts to change or repeal the measure are overturning the will of the voters. Missourians for the Protection of Dogs, for instance, set up billboards around the state Capitol in Jefferson City with the message "Missouri voters have spoken. Will you listen?"
Like Dugger, Cox said the initiative's rejection in rural areas prompted lawmakers to act.

"Even the General Assembly reflects and modifies legislation," Cox said. "The second thing is dealing with my own constituency, I don't have any problem because they voted almost two-thirds against it."

But Schmitz said that implies that some people's votes "are more important than others."

"What they're saying is, 'Well, I come from a rural area, and rural people's votes must be more important than the suburban and urban votes,'" Schmitz said. "That takes us down a very dangerous path that is undemocratic."

Some lawmakers whose constituents voted for Proposition B -- such as state Sen. Ryan McKenna, D-Jefferson County -- oppose major changes. In an interview, McKenna said he took a similar stand when his constituents voted in favor of a ballot initiative allowing people to carry concealed firearms.

"My district voted 65 percent in favor of conceal and carry, so when it got to the legislature then, I voted to overturn the will of the voters, although 65 percent of my voters wanted me to do that," McKenna said. "With Prop B, 65 percent approved it. So I'm opposed to any changes with it."

State Rep. Rick Stream, R-Kirkwood, wrote on his Facebook page that he "will vote against any legislation that will repeal or amend Prop B." And state Sen. Eric Schmitt, R-Glendale, said in a phone interview that an overwhelming amount of his constituents supported Proposition B.

"I don't think I'd probably be on board," Schmitt said. "I think I'd be at this point respecting the intent of the voters."

State Sen. Jim Lembke, R-St. Louis County, also said his constituents supported Proposition B. And he said that would be a factor on how he would examine changes to the measure.

"It's going to depend on what the piece of legislation looks like," said Lembke. "With the amount of feedback I've heard from my constituency, it'll be very thought out what my vote is. ... I live in a system that is a representative republic. I represent my constituency."

Lembke added he would take "serious" looks at legislation going through the process.

"It's appropriate in the respect that the legislature certainly has to recognize the will of the people," Lembke said. "But the people need to realize that there are two ways to create statute in this state. And with any bill that we've passed down here, it's been my experience over the last nine years that we never get the perfect piece of legislation. And often it needs to be changed."

ENFORCEMENT AT ISSUE

In Stream's Facebook message, the three-term lawmaker said the care of dogs depended on enforcement of regulations. And he said the Department of Agriculture simply does not have enough inspectors to investigate the 1,646 licensed breeders - not to mention unlicensed breeders.
"In the end, this issue boils down to enforcement, and until we get more inspectors, we will not achieve the change we seek," Stream said.

Without money for more inspectors, Senate Appropriations Chairman Kurt Schaefer, R-Columbia, said there would be an "increased workload" for existing inspectors.

"Keep in mind there's been a dramatic decrease in inspectors for the Division of Liquor Control and a lot of other regulatory agencies that have inspection authority," Schaefer said. "So it's not unique to this area. But it is unlikely in this difficult budget time that we would see increased funding for that."

McKenna said Jon Hagler, the director of the Department of Agriculture, made some strides in shutting down unlicensed and problematic licensed breeders. But he said that the lack of money for more inspectors is problematic.

"My frustration was why start getting signatures and putting [this] on the ballot when we finally have a director that's doing something about the enforcement of these sad situations," McKenna said. "It all comes down to the budget situation we're in. It comes to down to hiring more investigators, which I think [Hagler] would love to see."

While her group welcomes additional money for enforcement, Schmitz said Proposition B "does not depend on additional inspectors." She said it provides additional tools to inspectors, such as eliminating what her group says are 'loopholes' to keep breeders from violating regulations.

Schmitz noted that some provisions have been unenforceable. As an example, she cites one on temperature extremes, which have to persist for four consecutive hours. "How many inspectors are going to be able to sit there for four consecutive hours to prove a real violation? They can't."

Schmitz also said local authorities -- such as sheriffs or police officers -- can enforce elements of the initiative. "It means that those officials will able to go in and respond to those calls," she said.

Schmitt said increasing enforcement may be a gathering point for lawmakers dealing with the issue.

"Where you will see a broad agreement is the idea that you have a lot of unlicensed breeders that, to my understanding, aren't affected by the changes in Prop B," Schmitt said. "I do think that will be a unifying theme. If we're serious about dealing with this issue, we probably need some more money and enforcement."

WAIT AND SEE APPROACH

Republican leaders in the both the House and the Senate say that while total repeal of Proposition B is unlikely, the momentum for changes exists.
"If you count all of our representatives on both sides of the aisle who are in counties that voted against Prop B, that is a large majority of the House -- Democrats and Republicans," said House Majority Leader Tim Jones, R-Eureka. "You have to be aware of that political reality."

"That being said, they are very much aware that despite their personal feelings or even the feelings of their entire county or district, the proposition did pass by 51.6 percent," Jones added. "So what they've said is 'Look, in our world, if we were king for a day, would we repeal it? Yes. But we understand what the political reality is, that as a governing majority we would be criticized for that. So the people in the middle have said we want to work on some revisions to the bill."

In an audio clip on his website, Senate President Rob Mayer, R-Dexter, said alterations to Proposition B could make regulations for dog breeding stronger.

"Legislators are voted on by the people, so when elections come up, they have an opportunity to make changes if legislators have done something damaging to an initiative," Mayer said.

McKenna said there are some "reasonable concerns" about some of the regulations, such as the proper temperature for dogs and a more precise definition of what constitutes a domesticated animal. But in his case, the people's will is important.

"When it comes down to it, my district voted 65 percent in favor of it," McKenna said. "I need to reflect that vote. That doesn't mean I wouldn't vote for amendments to tweak it that are common sense and necessary."

Missouri lawmakers at odds with voter-approved laws

Written by David A. Lieb  The Associated Press 

Jefferson City -- Missouri voters elect 197 people to make the state's laws. But sometimes, voters make a law directly themselves. And when that happens, it doesn't sit too well with some of their elected lawmakers.
That clash is being borne out this year in the Missouri Capitol, where some lawmakers are attempting to repeal key parts of high-profile laws enacted by voters in recent statewide elections.

The House is expected to debate legislation this week that would prohibit Missouri's minimum wage from exceeding the federal minimum wage -- essentially negating a 2006 voter-approved initiative that allowed Missouri's minimum wage to rise above the federal level based on annual inflationary adjustments.

Committees in the House and Senate also have advanced legislation that would repeal parts of an initiative approved last November by statewide voters that toughened laws for dog breeders. If lawmakers act soon, they could revoke parts of the dog law before it even takes effect this November.

Some lawmakers contend the initiatives weren't thought out well enough or weren't fully and appropriately described to voters. They also contend the voter-approved measures could drive up business costs, potentially leading to closures or layoffs.

"We have to make sure our state is competitive," House Speaker Steven Tilley said while explaining his support for capping the state's minimum wage. "When you have a (cost of living adjustment) on there, it could lead to a point where our state minimum wage is higher than the federal minimum wage, which I think puts us at a competitive disadvantage for jobs."

Yet the minimum wage measure -- with its annual inflation adjustment -- was approved by 76 percent of voters.

The new restrictions on dog breeders passed by a slimmer margin, getting a little less than 52 percent of the statewide vote thanks to a strong showing in the St. Louis and Kansas City areas that offset opposition throughout much of the rest of the state.

Recent history suggests lawmakers have few qualms about overturning voter-approved laws.

In 2009, the Missouri legislature undid a school-funding method included in a casino-tax initiative that voters passed in November 2008. Legislators said they need to fix the new law so that all public schools could benefit from the new casino tax revenues.

In 2003, the Missouri legislature overrode a gubernatorial veto and enacted legislation allowing people to obtain permits to carry concealed guns. The action reversed the outcome of a 1999 statewide election in which a concealed weapons measure had been defeated by 52 percent of the vote, due largely to opposition in urban areas.

Bucking the trend toward reversing voter-approved initiatives, freshman state Rep. Scott Sifton, D-St. Louis, has proposed a constitutional amendment that would make it harder for legislators to tinker with voter-approved measures. His proposal would require a two-thirds majority for the legislature to repeal a measure in the first two years after it was passed by voters, or a four-sevenths majority in the third and fourth years after voter approval.

Sifton's proposal has not yet received a legislative committee hearing. But it doesn't appear to have much chance of passing the legislature.

Asked if it should be harder for lawmakers to repeal voter-approved laws, Tilley responded: "No. But I would say let's make it more difficult to put stuff on the ballot."

True to that goal, a House committee heard testimony last week on a proposed constitutional amendment that would require initiative supporters to gather petition signatures from each of the state's congressional districts, instead of the current lesser threshold of two-thirds of the districts.

Fair Tax Not Backed By Lieutenant Governor

KTTS   Sunday, February 27, 2011

More Republicans turned out this weekend for Missouri's annual Lincoln Days than ever before. Lieutenant Governor Peter Kinder was in Springfield for the event. He told reporters that he does not support the Fair Tax specifically, but says he would like to see Missouri's income tax eventually phased out.

Creating more jobs was talked about a lot at Lincoln Days. 30th District State Senator Bob Dixon spoke with KTTS News and said government needs to leave small businesses alone. He says the private sector makes jobs, not government.

Charge for nuclear plant pondered

11:00 PM, Feb. 27, 2011  |  

Written by The Associated Press

Jefferson City -- A Missouri lawmaker has proposed legislation that adopts new consumer protections while allowing utilities to charge electric customers for some costs of developing a nuclear power plant.
The legislature is considering whether to let power companies recoup from their customers the cost of getting an early site permit for another nuclear power plant. A 1976 voter-approved law currently bars utilities from charging customers for the costs of a new power plant before it starts producing electricity.

bill advanced

A House committee this past week advanced legislation that allows utilities to charge for the cost of getting an early site permit from the U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission. Under that bill, the cost for the permit would be added to the electric rates that must be approved by state utility regulators. If the permit was to cost more than $40 million, power companies would need to explain the high cost to the state Public Service Commission.
Critics have argued that the legislation does not have sufficient consumer protections.

The Jefferson City News Tribune reported that a supporter of allowing utilities to charge customers for the early site permit has filed a new nuclear power bill that caps how much consumers could be charged at $45 million. The new measure also would require that consumers be given a refund if the power plant is never built and state regulators determine that it should have been constructed.

A group of utilities that includes Ameren Missouri, Empire District Electric, Kansas City Power & Light, electric cooperatives and municipal utilities announced in November that they were considering seeking an early site permit for a second nuclear plant in central Missouri. The permit would not specify a plant design or authorize construction, and the group has said it has not decided whether to build a second plant.

protections

The state's only nuclear power plant is in Callaway County, which is about 25 miles northeast of the state Capitol.
State Sen. Mike Kehoe, who is sponsoring the nuclear plant legislation, said it has "incredible consumers protections in it." He said the new provisions were developed after many meetings.

"I think it's exciting that we've been able to listen to the concerns of the large utility companies, the large industrial company users, and we feel like we've addressed (their) concerns," said Kehoe, R-Jefferson City. His legislative district also includes Callaway County.

The Fair Energy Rate Action Fund, which includes consumer groups and employers, has criticized the initial versions of the nuclear power plant legislation and called for more consumer protections. The group has said that there should be a cap on how much consumers could be charged for the early site permit and a rebate for customers if the plant never is built.

The consumers group also wants a change in funding for Office of the Public Counsel, which represents electric customers before the Missouri Public Service Commission.

Schatz Files Anti-Meth Bill 

WASHINGTON MISSOURIAN   Posted: Friday, February 25, 2011 4:55 pm | Updated: 4:57 pm, Fri Feb 25, 2011. 
This may be the year that Missouri passes a law to end the methamphetamine scourge that has plagued the state for more than 15 years.

And a lawmaker from Franklin County is leading the latest effort to pass a statewide law requiring a prescription to buy cold and allergy pills containing pseudoephedrine, the vital ingredient needed to make meth.

State Rep. Dave Schatz of Sullivan filed House Bill 658, the "Meth Lab Elimination Act," Wednesday.

Schatz said he filed the bill after he discussed it with Detective Sgt. Jason Grellner, commander of the Franklin County Narcotics Enforcement Unit, who has been leading a campaign to get municipalities to pass local prescription ordinances. So far, more than 30 communities have passed local laws, mainly in the east and southeast parts of the state, with more joining the movement every month.

Grellner kicked off the local campaign after repeated attempts for a statewide law were blocked.

"Grellner came to me, and I had some discussions with him and he wanted to see movement on legislation," said Schatz. "After further investigation, I felt we could do something positive for the state of Missouri as far as meth lab elimination."

He explained that this bill is nearly identical to a House bill filed last session that failed. However, this bill has more supporters than last year's version.

Of 163 state representatives, 64 House members have signed on as cosponsors of Schatz's bill. It takes 82 House members to pass a bill.

The legislation also has support from Gov. Jay Nixon, Attorney General Chris Koster and law enforcement agencies and prosecutors throughout the state.

Schatz noted that officials in Perryville, the hometown of House Speaker Steve Tilley, recently approved a local prescription ordinance. That may prompt Tilley to support the measure, he noted.

Grellner said similar bills have been filed in seven of the last 10 legislative sessions but none of them ever made it out of committee.

"I feel good about our chances this year," Grellner told The Missourian. "But there's still a lot of work to do. It still has to get passed out of two committees."

Missouri restricts the sale of pseudoephedrine to pharmacies, limits the amounts a person may buy and requires the purchaser to sign a log.

This year, Missouri began electronic monitoring of the logs to track purchases but even with that, law enforcement agencies reported an almost 10.5 percent increase in labs in 2010 compared to 2009.

"I think people recognize and see that electronic monitoring of sales has not stopped meth labs," Schatz said. "It is still available. A statewide prescription law is the only way to eliminate meth labs."

Sullivan, the most recent city in the county to approve a prescription law, initially shot down the ordinance.

"At that time I was not a proponent," he said. "I needed more information. I felt we needed to look from a statewide perspective - what we have been doing is moving the problem around from city to city.

"Our city council (Sullivan) voted in favor of the ordinance when they saw the data on the number of people coming to town purchasing pseudoephedrine," Schatz added.

Opponents of prescription laws say that they punish law-abiding citizens who use the drugs for relief of cold and allergy symptoms.

"I heard that argument and I was not in favor of this a year ago because of some issues, but if we are really serious about putting meth makers out of business we need to take these steps," he said.

"I have used Sudafed in the past and realize that I am doing a bit of restriction on myself," he added. "We have a serious problem. The benefit will far outweigh the need for people who use pseudoephedrine."

After Oregon and Mississippi passed prescription laws, the number of meth labs in those states dropped sharply.

Currently, those are the only two states in the nation with the prescription restriction.

But Grellner said the movement is gaining strength in other states, especially in the Midwest. He said Missouri and its eight border states account for 56 percent of meth labs in the country. If Indiana is included, that percentage goes over 60 percent. All those states have filed prescription-only bills in their Legislatures this year.

"I'm very hopeful that we will pass this bill this year," Grellner remarked.

"If we don't and the other border states do, we'll see a huge influx of criminals coming into our state."

Missourian Managing Editor Ed Pruneau and Union Editor Gregg Jones contributed to this story
Veterans sue MU over tuition dispute

The veterans claim Missouri schools are violating the Returning Heroes Act.

THE MANEATER   By Kaitlyn Gibson 
Published Feb. 25, 2011

A lawsuit filed against MU could change the application of the Returning Heroes Act, a statute designed to reduce tuition for combat veterans, on a statewide level.

MU and other state schools that receive federal funding are, under the Returning Heroes Act, required to cap undergraduate tuition to $50 per credit hour for veterans who served after Sept. 11, 2001, in a designated combat zone. In-state undergraduate students typically pay $245.60 per credit hour.

Controversy surrounding the statute has arose due to the question of whether the federal aid should be distributed before or after the addition of non-tuition fees, such as room and board rates. MU does not include costs besides tuition when applying the aid granted veterans from the Returning Heroes Act. 

“Our campuses use the methodology recommended by the Department of Higher Education, which is to apply other financial aid first, then the Returning Heroes,” UM System spokeswoman Jennifer Hollingshead said in an e-mail.

Simon Law Firm in St. Louis will represent a group of veterans comprised of MU students, as well as students from other federally-funded Missouri higher education institutions. 

Attorney John Campbell said the suit rests on the belief the federal aid should cover not only tuition, which comprises on 40 percent of most college costs, but the costs of attending college as well. 

“The primary problem is that right now is that if someone receives aid from the federal government the schools are applying it all to tuition even though that aid is also for room and board, etc.,” Campbell said. “The result is that the school is often paid its full tuition, the same tuition you or I or anyone who is not a combat veteran would pay. Often the aid is completely depleted paying the tuition and the combat veterans’ federal aid is gone.”

MU General Counsel Phillip Hoskins and Vice Provost for Admissions Ann Korschgen did not comment on the situation, as MU’s legal policy does not permit discussion on pending litigation.

The veterans’ charge against MU will focus on the clear intent of the Returning Heroes Act to reduce tuition for combat veterans, Campbell said.

“In the way it’s being applied right, we do not believe (the Returning Heroes Act) is reducing tuition in most cases and even the cases in which tuition reduction occurs the reduction is less than it should be under the law,” Campbell said. “We believe the statute requires that the tuition for combat veterans be reduced in a significant way.”

Campbell said the lawsuit became necessary after conversations involving the law firm and the university yielded no result. In addition, the law firm hopes the decision, whether made by a judge or a court of appeals, will impact Missouri on a statewide level, rather than just MU. 

“Once a court of appeals speaks with some authority or we reach an agreement as to what the law means and how it should be applied, all schools should follow suit, and we’ll see uniformity in application,” Campbell said. 

Campbell said he considers representing the veterans an honor to himself and his law firm.

“I don’t know if it is necessarily an advantage, but it is a privilege to represent combat veterans,” Campbell said. “To an extent right now the statute helps them less than it should. We 

Public forums set for UM system prez search 

COLUMBIA, Mo. (AP) -- A series of statewide meetings designed to seek public comments on the University of Missouri system's presidential search begins this week.

The first session takes place on Thursday morning at the Delta Center in the southeast Missouri town of Portageville. Subsequent meetings are planned for March 7 at the university's St. Louis campus; March 8 at Missouri-Kansas City and Missouri Western in St. Joseph; March 14 at the Columbia campus; and March 15 in Rolla and Springfield.

The public comments will be limited to the preferred traits of the university's next leader rather than directed toward specific candidates. That process will not involve public input.

University curators are seeking a permanent replacement for Gary Forsee, who stepped down in January to care for his ill wife.

Shoemyer for Missouri

ARCH CITY CHRONICLE   by dave | Sun, 02/27/2011 - 1:43pm 
Former state senator Wes Shoemyer has filed a new campaign committee… Shoemyer for Missouri, seeking a “statewide office.”

AG says debt collection complaints common in 2010 
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- The Missouri attorney general says problems with debt collectors were the most common complaint registered with his office in 2010.

Attorney General Chris Koster says more than 2,000 people called his office to complain of being harassed or threatened by debt collectors.

Some said they even received calls from companies to which they didn't owe money. Koster says the Federal Trade Commission provides tips for avoiding such scams on its website. He also says the state can investigate if it receives a complaint.

Koster says other common complaints last year involved companies cheating people on their mortgages or adding extra charges to their cell phone and credit card bills.

---

Online:

Complaint list: http://www.ago.mo.gov 

FTC: http://www.ftc.gov/ 

Mo. seeks young adults to work in state parks 
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Missouri officials are holding a series of job fairs at state parks seeking young adults for summer employment at the venues.

The state plans to hire several hundred people ages 17 through 21 for temporary jobs in maintenance, restoration, interpretation and social media at the parks. The program is designed to give young adults job skills and encourage them to enjoy the outdoors. Missouri had a similar program last summer.

This week, information sessions are scheduled Tuesday at Roaring River State Park and Saturday at Meramec State Park. Another session is scheduled March 12 at Johnson's Shut-Ins State Park.

The program is funded through federal work force investment money. Applications for this summer are available at the state's website, http://www.mo.gov .

Project helps former inmates close on homes

Monday, February 28, 2011
By Erin Hevern ~ Southeast Missourian

Strolling his porch, which wraps around all but one side of his historic granite home in Pilot Knob, Mo., Robert Eckert is still in awe that he'll never be writing a rent check again. 

Sure, he has his monthly house payments to send to the bank and other bills to pay, but those don't worry Eckert much. The 49-year-old ex-offender doesn't feel like he's throwing away his money anymore and feels lucky to be providing for his disabled wife and son in a way he never thought he'd be able to. 

With guidance from a program called Project Home, started by the U.S. Probation Office in the Eastern District of Missouri, Eckert and his wife closed on their first home in October 2009. Seven other ex-offenders, two in Jackson and the rest spread throughout Southeast Missouri, also purchased their own home with help from the program and the probation officers and community partners, like bankers and real estate agents, that are dedicated to its success. 

"We said we'd never be able to afford our own home," said Eckert, who in 2007 was put on five years' probation by the federal court for credit card fraud. "Now that we've got the home, we want to do everything we can to take care of it and keep it. It's an indescribable feeling." 

Eckert said that without encouragement from Kathy Hollenbeck, a federal probation and parole officer leading Project Home in Cape Girardeau, he wouldn't have ever considered buying his own residence. Project Home, initiated by a St. Louis probation officer, kicked off in Cape Girardeau in January 2009. 

At a two-hour orientation Saturday, community resources used a step-by-step approach with the ex-offenders, helping them establish credit and an understanding of the loan, purchasing and titling processes. Eckert and the other Project Home beneficiaries attended similar sessions before closing on their homes. 

"The partners are wonderful, and the orientation is a very open forum. We encourage questions," Hollenbeck said. "Knowledge is power, that's what I tell them." 

No government funding is used to assist the ex-offenders in their purchase, Hollenbeck added, although she and other probation officers mentor the individuals through the process. Representatives from Local Project Home partners, including US Bank, Realty Executives and United Land Title Co. in Cape Girardeau, donate their time to assist interested ex-offenders. 

Orientation 
Released from federal prison in September 2009, Stacey Stanley of New Madrid, Mo. is anxious to restore what she lost while she was serving 14 months for forgery. She hasn't owned a home since 2006, Stanley said Saturday at a Project Home session at Realty Executives, and shares a home that's too small with her husband and son. 

Among other things, Stanley, 42, just really wants her son to have his own room. 

"You feel hopeless, like you can't even provide for your children," she said. "I'm more than ready." 

Being ready is one good step, although being prepared financially is a bigger step, said Bryan Welker, a US Bank mortgage loan officer and Project Home partner. Welker told the ex-offenders Saturday that their first goal should be establishing a good credit score. Pay bills on time, he said, and get up-to-date on any delinquent accounts. Welker also briefly informed the Project Home participants of several loan programs that could assist in obtaining a loan if their credit score remained low. 

"It's going to take time. It's a process," he said. 

Hollenbeck said restoring credit is the longest and most difficult process for ex-offenders. 

"If they're just getting out of prison, it's of course going to be zero," she said. "Sometimes, they'll find out there are garnishments, like old hospital bills or child support, that they've got to start working on getting paid off so their score can start coming up." 

Wanda Dunkin, a broker with Realty Executives, offered additional advice to participants Saturday and reiterated that the process is long, often frustrating. 

"It's not a race to the finish line," Duncan said. "It's a race to build yourself up so you can purchase in the future." 

Getting the keys 

Whether it's because of good behavior or a long-term commitment to his future, Eckert is pleased to be off supervised probation. Eckert got the news November, just over a year after getting the keys to his two-bedroom home near the Fort Davidson State Historic Site. 

"They said I was released for good behavior," Eckert said. "But if people have the responsibility of owning a home ... they're less likely to get in trouble." 

Hollenbeck said it's not uncommon for ex-offenders who make long-term goals for themselves or enroll in educational programs to be released from supervision sooner than a judge originally ordered. 

Six of the eight Project Home participants were released from their terms of probation early, she said. 

According to research by Washington State Institute for Public Policy, which reviewed adult and juvenile re-entry programs, crime rates drop when offenders enroll in treatment or educational programs after release. The institute analyzed findings from 25 programs and determined on average they can reduce recidivism rates by 6.3 percent. 

Eckert said he had to make changes in his life for his family, who he says stood by him when he faced 18 months of confinement. He was proud to get keys to their first home, once a Civil War hospital, as a family because of their continued support. 

"I didn't want to go to jail, I wanted to be home and take care of my family. There's not a lot of women that would stand behind their guy like my wife did and that means a lot," Eckert said. "It's sometimes overwhelming, you just can't believe you've done it." 

Hollenbeck said closing day is just as exciting for her and the Project Home partners as it is for the ex-offender. 

"It gives you a sense of purpose. It really makes you feel like you're something good for somebody," she said. 

Move to ‘fix’ law stirs debate

Voters’ decision may not be final say on ‘puppy mills’ law

JEFFERSON CITY NEWS TRIBUNE  By Bob Watson
Sunday, February 27, 2011

Nearly 1 million Missourians voted in November to change the state’s puppy mill laws and make them tougher, bringing more than 61,000 more supporters to the polls than those who cast ballots against that proposal.

Opponents of Proposition B, which was sponsored by several groups including the St. Louis-based Missouri Humane Society and the Humane Society of the United States, quickly marshaled legislative supporters who introduced a variety of bills to change or gut the voter-passed law.

“We’re not trying to repeal Proposition B,” said Karen Strange, Eldon, president of the Missouri Federation of Animal Owners — a group that actively worked against Proposition B and now is in the Capitol seeking to rewrite parts of it.

“We’re trying to make it where it can, actually, be enacted legally.”

Read additional details in our newspaper or e-Edition. Newspaper subscribers: Click on an e-Edition article and log in using your current account information at no extra charge. For help, e-mail circ@newstribune.com 

That lobbying effort prompted billboards and one lobbying effort by supporters wanting to encourage the Legislature to keep its hands off the new law.

McCaskill on the minds of GOP Senate hopefuls

BY VIRGINIA YOUNG • Post-Dispatch Jefferson City Bureau Chief

SPRINGFIELD, Mo. • Republican U.S. Senate hopefuls Sarah Steelman and Ed Martin courted party stalwarts at a weekend get-together here, but it was the undeclared potential candidate, Ann Wagner, who launched the harshest attack on the Democratic incumbent.

Wagner called Sen. Claire McCaskill "chameleon Claire," accusing her of changing her colors to appear more conservative when she is in Missouri than when she is in Washington.

"We need to make Claire McCaskill a one-term senator," declared Wagner, the former Missouri Republican Party chairwoman who served as U.S. ambassador to Luxembourg under President George W. Bush.

Wagner made her remarks Saturday to the Republican State Committee at the annual Lincoln Days gathering. The committee also heard from Steelman and Martin, who have announced they will seek the GOP nomination to challenge McCaskill in 2012.

Wagner, of Ballwin, said afterward that she was leaning toward getting into the race and will decide "in weeks, not months." Both Martin and Steelman said they were running for sure, no matter who joins the field.

"I don't see anybody that's better at retail politicking and raising the money," said Martin, a lawyer from St. Louis who narrowly lost a congressional race to Rep. Russ Carnahan last year.

Steelman, a former state treasurer and state senator from Rolla, said she is "absolutely not" considering shifting to another statewide race if the Senate contest gets crowded.

"I'm just focused on the ideological differences between me and Sen. McCaskill," Steelman said.

Both Steelman and Martin hosted hospitality suites at the University Plaza hotel and Convention Center, where more than 800 Republicans converged for a weekend of socializing and speeches.

Martin, whose congressional bid last year enjoyed strong Tea Party support, emphasized his conservative credentials. He said if elected he would work for limited government and reduced spending.

Steelman used her speech to the state committee to tout her support for a bill that would make Missouri a "right-to-work" state, which means that union fees could not be required as a condition of employment.

Steelman, an economist, cited studies by right-to-work advocates that concluded that states with such laws have seen higher growth in personal income.

In an interview, Martin called Steelman's stance a flip-flop from her pro-union votes in the state Senate.

"Sarah Steelman has a very public record on unions and labor, and it sounds like she's changed her position," Martin said.

Steelman responded that right-to-work had not been an issue when she got into politics. Later, as state treasurer, she said, she had refused to sign a letter opposing right-to-work when unions asked statewide officials for such commitments.

Even so, Steelman has long styled herself as a maverick, challenging the party's favored candidate, Kenny Hulshof, in 2008 for the gubernatorial nomination. Though she lost, Steelman's portrayal of Hulshof as a Washington insider wounded him for the general election, which he lost to Gov. Jay Nixon.

Former Sen. John Russell, R-Lebanon, who sported a blue Steelman sticker on his lapel, said he didn't believe Republicans would hold that against Steelman. "She is an experienced candidate who understands the issues, and it's going to take that to take out McCaskill," Russell said.

AKIN TOUTED

Other GOP leaders played down any friction, saying it's too early to worry about an internecine battle hurting the party's chances of knocking off McCaskill.

"Properly done primaries are not necessarily a bad thing," said Lloyd Smith, executive director of the state Republican Party. "We'll have to wait and see. We're 370 days from when filing opens."

Some at the weekend confab touted Rep. Todd Akin, R-Town and Country, for the Senate race.

Akin didn't encourage the speculation, saying he was focused on holding his ground in the coming redistricting battle as the state's congressional delegation shrinks to eight from nine.

"Some people want to draft me for Senate, but you know engineers. It's just one thing at a time," said Akin, an engineer.

Several high-profile Republicans have taken themselves out of consideration. Deciding against a run were former Sen. Jim Talent and U.S. Reps. Jo Ann Emerson of Cape Girardeau and Sam Graves of Tarkio.

Steelman out for right-to-work

Steve Kraske  KC STAR 

U.S. Senate candidate Sarah Steelman today issued this statement:

“I want to help lead the great American comeback and believe me this country will come back.

“The first step that Missouri has to take to regain its competitive advantage is to become a Right to Work state.

“For too long we’ve seen jobs leave our country, and now its not just China we have to compete with, it’s the 22 States that have instituted free-market principles by passing Right to Work legislation.

“We should not be forcing workers to join unions. It is an infringement on their freedom. Missouri employers and workers deserve a competitive economic landscape.” 

There are two primary reasons Missouri should implement Right to Work legislation. 

One, it will allow us to regain our competitive advantage with the states touching our border. The National Institute for Labor Relations Research (NILRR) recently released a study showing the tangible effects of Right to Work legislation. 

Their research shows that States that have passed Right to Work legislation enjoyed a 3.7% increase in non-farm private sector employment while non Right to Work states have lost 2.8% of those same jobs over the same period (1999-2009). The study also finds that real personal income has grown by 28.3% in Right to Work states while forced-union states have only seen a 14.7% increase (1999-2009). 

Two, it’s a matter of freedom. It is our duty to protect the freedom of our workers to make their own decisions, whether it is to join a union or not.

“We have to change the way we do business in this state. Right to Work not only allows more freedom to choose for workers, it also improves the economic landscape by attracting more workers and more business to the State. I applaud the effort of President Pro-tem Sen. Rob Mayer and other legislators who are working hard to get this legislation passed.” 

Kinder signals but doesn't announce governor bid
By VIRGINIA YOUNG  St. Louis Post-Dispatch
SPRINGFIELD, Mo. - Three years ago, Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder dropped out of the governor's race a few weeks after he entered it, telling supporters at Lincoln Days that he would "stand down" to avoid splitting the GOP among three candidates.

It's a different story this year.

Kinder used a banquet speech to the party faithful Friday night to strongly criticize Democratic Gov. Jay Nixon. And today, as Kinder scooped ice cream at his annual ice cream social, party regulars were lining up enthusiastically not only for the sweet treat but for his all-but-certain bid to topple Nixon.

"Clearly, he's our best candidate," said House Speaker Steve Tilley, R-Perryville. "He's well-respected in the rural areas as well as in St. Louis County and St. Louis."

Rep. Tom Flanigan, R-Carthage, said other Republicans have cleared the field for Kinder in 2012 and he is "getting close" to an announcement.

"There's a lot of momentum for Peter Kinder," Flanigan said. "He's touched so many people as lieutenant governor."

Kinder stopped short of announcing his 2012 campaign, saying in an interview that that he was "gauging the availability of necessary financial support as well as political support. I'll be making an announcement this spring."

Given that a race for governor is likely to cost $7 million to $10 million, it's not too soon to gear up, even though the election is still 18 months away.

Asked whether Nixon's friendliness to business undercuts the traditional GOP fundraising base, Kinder said, "No. The enthusiasm's still there."

But Kinder declined to weigh in on the hottest issue dividing business and labor interests: whether Missouri should become a "right-to-work" state.

"I have not taken a position on that," Kinder said.

Kinder laid the groundwork for his campaign in his Lincoln Days speech, calling Nixon a "spectator" who hasn't revived Missouri's economy and who was silent on federal initiatives such as health care legislation and cap-and-trade.

Kinder also got in a dig at Nixon's $400,000 in travel expenses the last two years, saying Nixon averaged a trip once every three days.

The state "even paid for him to fly around the state and institute a travel moratorium for everyone else in state government," Kinder said.

Stouffer could face Rupp for GOP secretary of state nod
BY VIRGINIA YOUNG St. Louis Post-Dispatch | Posted: Saturday, February 26, 2011

SPRINGFIELD, Mo. - One Republican state senator has jumped into the 2012 race for Missouri secretary of state and another is testing the waters.

Sen. Bill Stouffer, a farmer from Napton in central Missouri, announced his candidacy Friday as the Republican faithful began gathering here for the annual get-together known as Lincoln Days.

Keeping his options open was Sen. Scott Rupp, R-Wentzville, who  sported a sticker advertising his candidacy for the same office. Rupp said he hadn't decided but was "heavily considering" the race.

The incumbent, Democrat Robin Carnahan, has not officially announced her candidacy but a spokesman told the Associated Press that she plans to seek re-election.

Stouffer said he would emphasize the need to pass a photo ID law to combat voting fraud. He sponsors a bill and a constitutional amendment that would set up such a system if legislators and state voters approve.

Carnahan has criticized the proposal, calling it unnecessary and a barrier to voting for the low-income and elderly, who are more likely to lack government-issued IDs.

Stouffer said the tougher ID requirements should be coupled with a law that eases access for "legitimate voters" by allowing Missourians to cast votes in advance of the election.

Carnahan has supported early voting bills, which have repeatedly died in the Legislature.

The sticking point - the cost - was evident Friday when Carnahan announced that an initiative petition on early voting had been certified for circulation. The fiscal note said it would cost $974,016 the first year, which includes $676,800 in one-time costs and $297,216 in ongoing costs for each federal election.

Senate considering House spending bill
11:00 PM, Feb. 26, 2011

Written by Malia Rulon   SPRINGFIELD NEWS-LEADER

The spending bill that passed the Republican-controlled House is now under consideration in the Democratic-controlled Senate, which is balking at the $61 billion in cuts to a wide variety of programs.

Thousands of children up to age 5 could lose education, health, nutrition and other services under Head Start cuts. Students would lose college aid because of Pell Grant cuts. And a popular program that helps low-income families weatherize their homes and pay heating bills would be reduced.

Sen. Claire McCaskill, D-Mo., told the News-Leader that she's open to making cuts, as long as they reflect a different set of priorities.

"I don't think we should really take a sledgehammer to the Pell grant program or Head Start when we haven't touched the Pentagon," she said. "I think we can spread a little bit of that around."

Sen. Roy Blunt said he supports the level of cuts in the House bill, but he's open to making changes to how those cuts are applied.

Both senators, and Long, said they hope it doesn't come to a shutdown.

"There's absolutely no reason for a shutdown," Blunt said. "I find it impossible to believe that they can't find $60 billion in spending that they are willing to cut in a $3.8 trillion budget."

Said Long: "The goal is to cut spending, not shut down the government."

Lawmakers were out of session for recess this past week, but negotiations have continued. Long said the freshman class has also held conference calls to keep everyone up to date.

It's likely that lawmakers could agree this week to a short-term extension of this Friday's deadline so that they'd have more time to iron out differences.

Springfield Congressman Billy Long joins push for cuts in spending
Freshman representative votes in line with U.S. Congress' conservatives.
11:00 PM, Feb. 26, 2011

Written by Malia Rulon    SPRINGFIELD NEWS-LEADER
"There was a very strong sentiment that ran through the freshman class that we should stick to our guns."
-- Billy Long, U.S. representative
How Rep. Billy Long voted

Below is how Rep. Billy Long, R-Mo., voted this year on either major issues or issues on which the Republican leadership did not prevail.

Bill to repeal the health care reform law. This bill was heavily favored by GOP leadership, which brought it to the floor as the first major bill of the year. Long voted for the bill and made his first floor statement in support of the legislation.

- Extending Patriot Act provisions. This bill, backed by GOP leadership, got a majority of votes, including Long's, but failed to get the two-thirds majority needed to pass under a suspension of the rules. It was considered a failure for GOP leadership.

Overpayments to the United Nations. This bill, backed by GOP leadership, also got a majority of votes, including Long's, but failed to get the needed two-thirds majority in order to pass under the rules. It was also considered a failure for GOP leadership.

Amendment to cut $450 million in funding for the F-35 Joint Strike Fighter alternate engine, which is a project supported by GOP leadership; it's being built in House Speaker John Boehner's home state of Ohio. The amendment passed; Long voted to cut the funding.

- Amendment f   rom Republican Study Committee Chairman Rep. Jim Jordan, R-Ohio, to add an additional $22 billion in cuts to the spending bill, on top of the $61 billion in cuts the bill already made GOP leadership split over this issue, which failed. Long voted for the additional cuts.
- Final vote on the Republican-backed spending bill that makes at least $61 billion in cuts to non-defense discretionary spending for the remainder of the fiscal year that ends Sept. 30. Long and all but three Republicans voted for the final bill, which was backed by GOP leadership. No Democrats supported it.

Washington -- As an auctioneer, Rep. Billy Long is used to having his voice heard. That hasn't changed, despite giving up his bullhorn for a seat in Congress.

It's just that now, things are done a bit differently. As a new member of the Republican Study Committee and one of 87 freshmen Republicans, the Springfield representative is finding that the best way to be heard is to speak as a chorus.

When Republican leaders planned to bring a bill to the House floor that cut spending by $40 billion, conservatives from the Republican Study Committee and House freshmen objected that it wasn't enough. It was during a closed-door meeting of the Republican conference.

"We had the conference that day and when it came time for members to step forward at the microphone and say what they thought needed to be said, there were about 10 of us who went to the microphone," said RSC Chairman Jim Jordan, R-Ohio. "I would argue that that was when things really started to move."

Long didn't speak at the microphone that day, but he was heard.

"I let my opinion be known, along with the rest of them," Long said. "We didn't need a cheerleader, we were all on the same page."

Luckily for Long, it's not that difficult to be heard in the 435-member U.S. House when you're among new GOP members all shouting the same thing.

"There was a very strong sentiment that ran through the freshman class that we should stick to our guns," Long said, explaining how he and others wanted leadership to honor their pledge to cut $100 billion in spending during the first year.

Jordan credits Long as being part of the groundswell that pressured Republican leaders to scrap their original bill and bring a different measure to the House floor, one that made more than $20 billion in additional cuts, bringing the total cuts to $61 billion.

(Republicans contend it cuts $100 billion because they measure the cuts from President Barack Obama's 2011 budget proposal, which never passed; the bill would cut $61 billion from current spending levels, which are about the same as 2010.)

"Billy was part of that successful effort," Jordan said. "The key to turning things around and putting our country on the right fiscal path is this freshman class."

Republican Sen. Roy Blunt of Springfield, who is Long's predecessor in the House, agreed.

"I think Congressman Long and the other freshmen were exactly right," Blunt said. "We needed to keep the pledge that was made that we would immediately work to take $100 billion out of the budget."

RSC's clout

Long has cast almost 150 votes in his near two months in office. Most of the time, he has voted with his party. But he's broken with GOP leaders on at least a couple of occasions, both times to vote with the conservative Republican Study Committee, headed by Jordan.

The RSC is a caucus of conservative lawmakers dedicated to protecting individual and property rights, preserving traditional family values, a strong national defense, limited government and lower taxes.

With 176 members, or 73 percent of the total Republican conference, the group has considerable clout. Republican freshmen such as Long make up almost half of the RSC roster, accounting for 77 lawmakers. That gives the Republican freshmen class more power than freshmen lawmakers typically have.

They've gotten attention several times already for bucking their party's leadership.

In early February, two votes that GOP leadership had expected to pass -- one extending several Patriot Act provisions and the other asking for a repayment from the United Nations -- failed, due in large part to freshmen lawmakers.

Long, however, voted with his party leaders both times.

It was on two amendments to the spending bill that passed Feb. 19 that he diverged from leadership.

One amendment cut $450 million from the F-35 Joint Strike Fighter jet alternate engine, which is being developed at a plant near House Speaker John Boehner's southwestern Ohio district.

Republican leaders, including Boehner, opposed the cut. The Pentagon said it did not want the alternate engine.

"I'm up there to do what I think is right and take a common sense approach to Washington," Long said. "I was lobbied on both sides of that joint strike fighter vote. Heavily. At the end of the day, it looked to me like it was a pretty easy decision for me to make, even though it was against the speaker's desires."

The other vote that went against some Republican leaders was an amendment from Jordan and the Republican Study Committee to cut an additional $22 billion in the spending bill, which would have brought government spending back to 2008 levels.

Republicans split over the issue, with some like longtime U.S. Rep. Jo Ann Emerson taking to the floor to speak out against it.

"I realize it's a well-intentioned effort, but it goes too far," the Cape Girardeau Republican said.

Even members of the GOP leadership were divided over the issue: Budget Committee Chairman Paul Ryan, R-Wis., and Republican Caucus Chairman Jeb Hensarling, R-Texas, voted in favor of the amendment but House Majority Leader Eric Cantor, R-Va., and Majority Whip Kevin McCarthy, R-Calif., voted against the measure.

Long voted for that amendment, but it failed on a 147-281 vote.

Tea party watching

Missouri State University professor George Connor said this new class of freshmen Republicans is a force to be reckoned with.

"As much as the Republican leadership has tried to corral the freshmen, it is clear on a number of votes that the freshmen Republicans are chafing at that control," Connor said. "Congressman Long is part of that group. It may be that he has voted with leadership on this bill or that bill, but he hasn't voted with leadership on every bill."

Asked if he saw himself as more aligned with the tea party or the RSC, Long said the latter: "I'd say I'm more in line with the Republican Study Committee than any of the others."

Eric Farris of the Branson Tea Party Coalition said Long attended several of the coalition's events during the campaign.

Since he's taken office, Farris said he's sent Long a few e-mails, but they've had no meetings or discussions.

He said the coalition has no allegiance to any politician or party. At the moment, however, they support Long because he is pushing for spending cuts, which they support.

"We are really about principles," Farris said. "We see ourselves in a non-election year as a watchdog. If someone follows our principles, great. If they don't, we'll certainly let them know."

Connor of MSU said the reason Long hasn't identified as strongly with the tea party groups is that the ideals held by the tea party followers aren't really that different from the conservative ideals held by the majority of Long's constituents.

"The reason the tea party hasn't been as effective here is that we already are the tea party," Connor said.

Votes like the one Long cast to extend provisions of the Patriot Act may be in line with leadership, but they're also in line with what Long's conservative district would want, he said.

"Ultimately, when it comes down to protecting the security of the United States, people of the 7th District are going to support that and Billy Long recognizes that," Connor said. "But he's not just responding to what he thinks they want, he really believes that too."

Posted on Sat, Feb. 26, 2011 

Redistricting battle ahead in Missouri
By JASON NOBLE

The Star’s Jefferson City correspondent
JEFFERSON CITY | A courier arrived Thursday in the Capitol to deliver Missouri’s political future.

But some assembly is required.

The FedEx package contained the state’s new census figures, fresh from the federal government — breakdowns to the city-block level of population, race and ethnicity, socioeconomic status and voting history. 

But the data also will be the building blocks for Missouri’s new congressional districts, and state lawmakers will be the engineers who fit them all together.

The congressional redistricting process plays out across the country every 10 years to accommodate population changes and redistribute representation according to demographic shifts. 

And 2011’s redistricting is expected to be tricky. For the first time in 30 years, Missouri is losing a congressional seat.

“Obviously, it’s a pretty awesome task,” said Rep. Stanley Cox, a Sedalia Republican and vice chairman of the House committee on redistricting. “We’re talking about communities all across the state and a plan that truly will affect everybody.”

Beginning with the 2012 election, Missouri will claim eight, rather than nine, seats in the 435-seat U.S. House. The loss means that the remaining districts must expand substantially and that at least two current members of Congress will find themselves sharing a district and vying for the same seat in 2012.

“All the districts are going to change, and they’re going to change because they have to gain massive population,” said Sen. Scott Rupp, a Wentzville Republican and chairman of the Senate redistricting committee.

The 5th Congressional District, which includes the portion of Kansas City south of the river and parts of suburban Jackson and Cass counties, is now home to 633,887 residents. 

But on the new eight-seat map, ideal districts will have 748,616 residents, meaning the district now represented by U.S. Rep. Emanuel Cleaver must pick up an additional 115,000 people.

Like a Rubik’s Cube, there are almost infinite variations in which that could happen, but they all require substantially redrawing and expanding the district’s current boundaries.

“Any map is difficult, but when you’re losing a seat, it just compounds the challenge,” said Sen. Brad Lager, a Savannah Republican.

Public hearings on redistricting began Friday in Springfield and will continue at sites across the state this week. One is scheduled for 5 p.m. Tuesday at Moreland Ridge Middle School in Blue Springs. 

The Republican leaders directing the process have promised an open and transparent process and already have reached out to Democrats in Jefferson City and the congressional delegation. Their goal, they say, is to produce a logical and objectively fair map.

“I think we’ll end up with a map that you just look at and think, ‘That makes sense,’ ” said Rep. John Diehl, House redistricting committee chairman.

Whether committed to fairness or not, however, the redistricting process is inescapably political, lawmakers and consultants said.

Under normal circumstances, incumbents typically fight to preserve and strengthen the seats they already hold, while the party controlling the process tries to bend it in its favor, Republican political strategist Jeff Roe said.

“Both parties want to protect their incumbents,” he explained. “There are some seats in Missouri that Democrats can’t win and some that Republicans can’t win, so the typical approach when you engage in this process is to try and do no harm.”

But the loss of a district changes that calculus substantially, Roe and others said.

Republicans will direct the process in the Missouri House and Senate and may even hold majorities that could overrule a possible veto from Gov. Jay Nixon, a Democrat.

That could give them the freedom to preserve and strengthen the six existing Republican districts while consolidating Democratic holdings to just two seats. Many political observers expect that U.S. Rep. Russ Carnahan, a St. Louis area Democrat, will be the man without a chair when the music stops.

The Cook Political Report, a nonpartisan Washington newsletter, suggested that the bulk of Carnahan’s district could be merged with neighboring Democrat Lacy Clay’s, while its moderate areas are shifted into safe Republican districts. 

Not everyone agrees, however.

Democratic strategist Roy Temple said any Republican plan to eliminate Carnahan’s seat and draw just two districts for the entire St. Louis area would be met with opposition from business interests in the region.

“When it comes down to it, there’s going to be cross-pressures more intense than they expected when this process began,” Temple said. 

In any case, St. Louis appears to be ground zero for the political fight over redistricting. 

The Cook forecast also suggested that Cleaver’s seat could be fortified by moving its boundaries into Democratic areas of the Northland, while conservative eastern Jackson County could be shifted to the newly Republican 4th District held by U.S. Rep. Vicky Hartzler.

Lawmakers in Jefferson City and members of Congress refused to speculate on how new districts may be drawn. 

But Cleaver expressed confidence that his Kansas City area district would remain strongly urban and Democratic. And he left little doubt that that would be his priority.

“I would love to see the three congressional districts currently held by Democrats preserved,” he said, “but self-preservation is, of course, the rule of the day.”

Whatever lawmakers settle on, it’s likely to be the basis of Missouri’s representation for a long time. 

The state is unlikely to gain back the seat it lost. That means the new maps could stand for decades, with only tinkering around its edges in the redistricting processes to come.

“It’ll be a map for the ages,” Roe said.
Union protests spread to Missouri statehouse
11:00 PM, Feb. 26, 2011

Written by Wes Duplantier

The Associated Press 

Jefferson City -- Hundreds of union supporters and tea party members held small but raucous demonstrations at the Missouri Statehouse on Saturday, arguing both sides of the collective bargaining issue that has sparked much larger protests in Wisconsin over the past week.

The rally was part of a nationwide effort by labor and political groups to show solidarity with protesters in Wisconsin, where Republican Gov. Scott Walker is backing legislation that would strip unions of most of their collective bargaining rights. About 300 demonstrators in Jefferson City waved signs and shouted slogans like "Solidarity!" and "Power to the people!" in support of union membership and bargaining.

"I'm not part of a union, but I believe that people should have the right to assemble and bargain collectively for what's fair," said Dean Andersen, who lives in Columbia and is a health educator at the University of Missouri.

Bill Schwulst, of Milwaukee, Wis., told the crowd he had been at protests in Wisconsin over the past week. He said other unions, including those that represent police officers and snow plow drivers, had expressed anger with Walker's bill.

"You know you're in trouble when you've got the police officers, and fire departments and snow plow drivers going against you in Wisconsin," he said through a bullhorn while standing on a stone bench with several other speakers.

Some in the crowd wore patriotic top hats and caps shaped like wedges of cheese -- a nod to Wisconsin, of course. Several times during the rally, the crowd broke into song, even delivering a rendition of "On, Wisconsin!"

On the south side of the Capitol, about 200 tea party supporters held a counterprotest in favor of the Wisconsin bill and also touched on the broader federal budget issue and where they think cuts can be made.

Some in the crowd called for Missouri lawmakers to pass legislation that would weaken union power, including a measure to make Missouri a "right-to-work" state.

Lake Ozark resident Jerry Walker held a sign urging Wisconsin senators to return to Madison. He said he was protesting because he believes public employees such as teachers and firefighters should not be able to form unions.

"The motivation is that people like the (Service Employees International Union) have the audacity to come here and try to intimidate our legislators into voting for their leftist agenda," he said. "Unions have no place as part of the government."

U.S. Rep. Todd Akin, R-Mo., spoke near the tea party rally's midpoint, calling the current federal budget deficit "a whale of a problem."

"And it's not going to do any good to whitewash it," Akin said. "I believe the American people are ready to deal with it. Some things (in the budget) are nice, but nice has to go."

As he spoke, union supporters marched up the street in front of the Capitol shouting "Union busters gotta go!" Some approached the grass where the tea party group was demonstrating, but police motioned for them to keep moving toward the other side of the building, where they dispersed.
Union Supporters, Tea Party Groups Rally at Capitol 
Reported by ; Tara Grimes  KOMU-TV

JEFFERSON CITY -- Hundreds of union supporters and Tea Party members have held small but raucous demonstrations at the Missouri statehouse.

The union rally on Saturday was part of a nationwide effort by labor groups and political groups to show solidarity with protesters in Wisconsin, where Gov. Scott Walker is backing legislation that would strip unions of most of their collective bargaining rights.

About 300 union supporters held signs, chanted and sang songs in support of Wisconsin groups on the Capitol's north side. Moveon.org organized the event for the union supporters.

About 200 Tea Party supporters held a counter protest on the Capitol's south side.

Tea Party supporter Bob Sullentrup said he is very afraid of how the country is spending its money right now.

"They're all kinds of spending money that we don't have that our children and grandchildren are doing to have to pay for," Sullentrup said.

St. Louis Tea Party Coalition Leader Martin Baker said he wants the government to reduce its role. He said he hopes it ends collective bargaining which he said is bankrupting our nation.

"It's not that we're against the rights of a person to bargain for a better wage, but when you're doing it at the expense, at the right of others where you're shuttering jobs, there's a problem there," Baker said.

Bill Schwulst, a supporter of unions, said he hoped the protest increased awareness about protecting workers' rights.

"There are some people who are really proud of the jobs they do and they're just asking to be heard," Schwulst said. "They've made every financial concession, which basically amounts to them losing $4000 a year out of their paychecks. These are mothers, fathers, that are putting food on the table, they're losing money. They've agreed to that. The one thing that they won't agree to is where they're drawing the line where they give up their rights."

Retired school teacher Jim Hamilton said he thinks the unions should be revitalized. 
"If we allow these attacks on unions to continue, our standard of living in America will go way down," Hamilton said.

Republican Congressman Todd Aiken told the crowd that the sharp differences in opinion on government spending are similar to debates before the Civil War about whether the country should stay united. 

Unions under attack 

Missouri lawmakers push right-to-work legislation

Jimmy Myers   St. Joseph News-Press 

POSTED: 10:23 pm CST February 26, 2011

The Missouri Legislature is looking for about $500 million worth of places to trim from its budget. Compared to states like Wisconsin, which is staring at a $3.6 billion deficit, Missouri lawmakers are looking in less controversial places.

Protests in Wisconsin highlight that state’s debate over public-sector unions, but Missouri faces its own struggle over the future of organized labor.

The Missouri Chamber of Commerce and Industry is supporting a legislative attempt to make Missouri a right-to-work state. Labor groups, like the AFL-CIO, oppose the legislation.

“It is common knowledge that many site selectors and economic development consultants won’t even consider locating businesses in a state that is not right-to-work,” said Daniel P. Mehan, Missouri Chamber president and chief executive. “Right-to-work legislation would put Missouri in the first tier of options for economic development professionals searching for the best locations to expand or locate.”

Right-to-work laws are in place in 22 states, mostly in the southern or western part of the country, according to the news website Missouri Watchdog.

The legislation in Missouri would prohibit mandatory membership or the payment of dues as a condition of employment. Herb Johnson, secretary-treasurer of AFL-CIO Missouri, said the bill in the Senate is really about pushing unions out of the political process.

“We are virtually the only players in the game, except corporate America, to help candidates get elected and to advocate for the working class and the middle class in this country,” he said. “Those who have all the money and power would obviously like to knock the opposition out of the box.”

Further, Mr. Johnson said passing right-to-work legislation would reduce workers’ compensation by 25 to 30 percent, as he said it has in every state that’s passed it. He said it would lower the standard of living and “create absolutely no economic improvement for our state whatsoever.”

Rep. Pat Conway, D-St. Joseph, a former union member, said the issue is indeed partisan and that if there are changes made to the laws, “they’re certainly going to have to explain to me why those things have to be changed.”

Republicans like Rep. Casey Guernsey see it another way. He said Missouri has outdated labor laws that benefit very few individuals at the expense of business. He said those issues have to be addressed as soon as possible “because states surrounding us certainly are, and we will lose out every time unless we do.”

Sen. Brad Lager, R-Savannah, is on the same page as Mr. Guernsey. He said the goal of the right-to-work legislation is to make Missouri a more business-friendly state and “provide the greatest number of job opportunities for all the citizens of our state.”

Hearings on right-to-work legislation, Senate Bill 1 and Senate Bill 197 were held in early February. The legislation passed out of committee 7-2 and now awaits action on the Senate floor.

Hospitals leery of reporting serious errors

BY BLYTHE BERNHARD • St. Louis Post-Dispatch | Posted: Sunday, February 27, 2011

Hospital errors kill more people every year than car crashes, diabetes or pneumonia, according to federal government estimates.

But Missouri hospitals don't want people to know when and where these mistakes happen - and no law requires them to tell. They say patients are safer when hospitals can share that information among themselves without anyone pointing fingers.

"Focusing on systems of blame and punishment rather than analysis and improvement are counterproductive to improving patient safety," said Michael R. Dunaway, a vice president in the St. Louis Metropolitan Hospital Council, in a letter to the Post-Dispatch.

Advocates for transparency, though, question whether patients are safer.

"People want public accountability," said Louise Probst, director of the St. Louis Area Business Health Coalition. "I don't know what's holding us back."

Missouri hospitals have opposed legislation that would release information about serious errors. The state is among a minority of states that don't track errors.

The Post-Dispatch recently asked St. Louis-area hospital executives whether they favored more transparency, similar to systems adopted in other states, including Illinois.

More than three dozen hospitals signed Dunaway's response.

The lack of transparency and accountability surrounding medical errors was a subject in a Post-Dispatch investigation last year into patient safety.

There are no conclusive data on whether public reporting affects medical mistakes. States that have increased transparency say they do think their patients are safer - and certainly better informed.

Dunaway said requiring hospitals to publicly report serious errors would create an atmosphere in which health care workers and institutions could feel uncomfortable owning up to mistakes.

The argument was hard to understand for patients such as Charles Koetting, 72, of Valley Park, a semiretired salesman who says he's able to keep active today because of a successful open-heart surgery at DePaul Health Center in 2009.

"I can't understand that the hospital says they'd take better care of you if they knew they weren't going to be held accountable if they made a mistake," said Koetting, asked for his perspective as a patient. "That doesn't make sense to me."

After the Post-Dispatch revealed last summer the suffocation of a 16-year-old psychiatric patient and a surgery in which the wrong kidney was removed from another patient at DePaul, executives from DePaul and SSM said in a letter that "it is time for our industry and our community to develop a responsible system for public reporting of adverse events as other states have done."

Yet seven SSM hospitals signed the joint statement opposing public reporting.

Asked to clarify his company's position, SSM chief executive Jim Sanger said the priority should be maintaining a culture where hospital workers could examine errors without blame or punishment.

"SSM Health Care is more than willing to participate in a public reporting system of adverse events. But such a system cannot impede the reporting of such events in the hospital environment. We will work with (other Missouri hospitals) to build more public transparency that will truly advance patient safety."

TRANSPARENCY IN ILLINOIS

Other states say they've established fair systems for reporting serious errors.

Illinois recently expanded its public report cards on hospitals. Patients can discover, for example, that 17 of 13,082 patients who had procedures at Memorial Hospital in Belleville experienced an accidental puncture or laceration in 2009, a rate close to the state average. Information is available for each hospital on such things as foreign objects left in patients' bodies after surgery (38 instances statewide in 2009), birth traumas, post-surgery hemorrhages, respiratory failures and hip fractures.

"If consumers are informed, they will be able to ask questions of their health care providers to receive the best health care possible," said Kelly Jakubek, spokeswoman for the Illinois Department of Public Health.

In Minnesota, the president of the state hospital association, Lawrence Massa, said he initially was skeptical that transparency could reduce errors but now believes patients are safer.

"What gets measured, gets improved," said Massa. "We do believe it has made our hospitals safer because it's so top of mind, it's out there."

Minnesota has released information on medical errors since 2003. Hospitals are required by state law to report any of 28 serious events to the health department.

Every January, the department releases a report outlining the numbers of incidents by hospital along with the outcomes. The number of reported errors increased at first but has since leveled off.

Massa said public reporting had not had an impact on malpractice lawsuits, another concern of Missouri hospital executives. "If it's a really egregious adverse event, there's going to be a lawsuit anyway," Massa said.

The data collection has allowed Minnesota to issue public safety alerts on particularly dangerous events or trends.

For example, hospitals were alerted about an increase in medical sponges left inside women after deliveries.

The annual reviews and safety alerts have made a difference, said Diane Rydrych of the Minnesota Department of Health.

She points to the state's record of more than a year without a patient death from falling in a hospital. The number of pressure ulcers and foreign objects left in patients' bodies during surgery also have dropped.

"It's important to have a public report listing individual hospitals because it does hold people's feet to the fire a little bit," Rydrych said. "If there's a number attached to your facility you have to answer to it and you have to talk about it."

Public reporting in Minnesota has not created an atmosphere of blame, Rydrych said. Consumers understand that hospitals aren't simply "good" or "bad." Most hospitals in Minnesota have reported serious errors, she said.

"Mayo (Clinic) is one of the best hospitals in the world, and these things happen there too," Rydrych said. "We try and send the message that patients shouldn't use the report to compare hospital A and hospital B, they should be asking what are you doing to make sure X doesn't happen to me."

FEW PUBLIC NUMBERS

Despite some states' efforts to track errors that injure or kill patients, no one knows exactly how often they happen nationally.

The national Institute of Medicine estimated in 1999 that nearly 100,000 Americans die each year from preventable medical mistakes. Late last year, the Office of Inspector General for the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services said 180,000 Medicare recipients died each year from hospital mistakes.

Congress called for public or private organizations to collect and analyze data on errors. Under the law, hospital error reporting is voluntary and confidential.

In Missouri, hospitals can anonymously report medical mistakes to the private Center for Patient Safety in Jefferson City. The center was founded in 2005 by the hospitals and doctors associations, and receives funding from the industry.

Missouri's Medicaid insurance program expects participating hospitals to report errors to the center. The information is to be shared among hospitals, but no regulators have access to the data collected.

Andrew Rehfeld, a political scientist at Washington University, said transparency wasn't always necessary as long as regulators had the information to do their job.

For instance, restaurant patrons don't need to see how the kitchen works. But they do want health inspections.

He said reports on errors alone wouldn't give patients a full picture of hospital safety. "What I do want to know is that someone in government has access to that information and can regulate and hold them to account," he said. "There is too much secrecy protection if they are not revealing these actions (to regulators) and they happen on a regular basis."

Missouri's patient-safety center plans to release the first-ever data on medical errors by year's end. But it won't include hospital names.

Since the center started collecting data in mid-2010, 30 of 150 hospitals statewide have reported 300 serious medical errors including infections acquired in the facility, said Becky Miller, the center's director.

"We expect by the end of the year we will have several thousand events reported to us," Miller said.

Margaret Donnelly, director of the Missouri Department of Health and Senior Services, would not answer a question about whether the state supported a system of public reporting. She said Missouri did provide some transparency by making hospital inspection reports available upon request.

Sen. Rob Schaaf, R-St. Joseph, vice chairman of the health committee, is sponsoring bills that would give consumers greater transparency on the costs of medical services. Schaaf said he also supported open reporting of medical errors.

"We have to legislate (hospitals) to do it," Schaaf said. "They don't want to be held accountable."

Hospital association official accuses reporters of lobbying 

By Blythe Bernhard • St. Louis Post-Dispatch | Posted: Sunday, February 27, 2011

After the St. Louis Metropolitan Hospital Council released a statement opposing public reporting of medical errors at hospitals, the Post-Dispatch sent the statement to Missouri legislators who oversee health to ask their opinions.

The Missouri Hospital Association responded with an e-mail saying the reporters' work "comes close to the definition of what constitutes lobbying, which is defined by the Missouri Ethics Commission and requires lobbyist registration," according to the message sent to health care professionals from Daniel Landon, the hospital association's senior vice president for governmental relations.

Landon said hospital association staff members planned to raise these concerns with legislators and had considered a complaint with the ethics commission.

"We think it is useful to put the Post-Dispatch on notice that someone is watching their actions in this regard," Landon's e-mail said. "Otherwise, the reporters will continue to push the envelope between reporting and promoting public policy changes to support their editorial positions."

Landon could not be reached for comment. A spokesman for the hospital association called the message "regrettable."

"The memo doesn't reflect our position nor does it really reflect our values," said Dave Dillon. "We do believe the Post-Dispatch has every right to ask legislators questions."

The editor of the Post-Dispatch and an expert in media law said asking questions of elected officials was the very mission of journalism. "It's the core of our public service mission to ask elected officials questions about issues that affect us all," Editor Arnie Robbins said. "Because some other states already provide citizens with information about medical errors, it's clearly fair and important to ask our legislators their views."

Jane Kirtley, professor of media ethics and law at the University of Minnesota, said, "It will be a very bad day for the people of Missouri if a journalist asking questions is construed as lobbying."

Missouri lawmakers renew call for Internet sales tax

By WES DUPLANTIER/The Associated Press

February 26, 2011 | 8:33 p.m. CST

JEFFERSON CITY — Kelly von Plonski's bookstore is struggling to keep its doors open.

Sales at Subterranean Books, located two miles from Washington University in St. Louis, were down 25 percent in January. The recent economic downturn hurt sales, but von Plonski says the biggest burden on the store is the 9.4 percent sales tax it must pay to the city and the state — that its online rivals avoid.

"It's the absolute main reason," she said in an interview by phone this past week. "Hands down, no question."

Subterranean's online competitors do not have to pay sales taxes because a 1992 decision by the U.S. Supreme Court held that states cannot force companies to pay sales or use taxes unless they have a physical presence in the state.

Some Missouri lawmakers are backing legislation to let Missouri go around that decision by joining an agreement with 24 other states that makes it easier for companies to voluntarily pay sales tax on Internet purchases. If enacted, the measure could generate up to $210 million for Missouri's cash-strapped budget. But it has little chance of passing, because lawmakers fear a political backlash from tax-averse voters.

Reps. Margo McNeil, D-Florissant, and Rory Ellinger, D-University City, filed bills to have Missouri join the Streamlined Sales and Use Tax Agreement. Under that arrangement, Missouri would change its tax rules to allow Internet companies to charge state and local sales taxes on purchases shipped to Missouri. It would also simplify the system through which the companies voluntarily remit the taxes to the state Department of Revenue and would let companies that remit the taxes promptly keep up to 2 percent of the tax revenue they collect.

The House Tax Reform Committee heard public testimony on both bills earlier this month. McNeil said she had hoped to emphasize the positive effect the bill would have on small-town businesses and the state's economy as a whole.

"My main thrust has been that this is evening the playing field for brick-and-mortar businesses," she said. "The local businesses are the people who have most of the jobs for people in Missouri."

Fiscal estimates included with the bills say the state's Division of Budget and Planning "does not have an estimate of the sales tax revenues to be gained" from the proposals. But a 2009 University of Tennessee study concluded that Missouri could gain $210 million in 2012 by collecting sales tax on e-commerce, based on the state's sales tax rates and estimates of future online purchases.

Ellinger said the impact of the sales tax disparity between online stores and local shops is felt even more sharply in more rural areas.

Debbie Miller, the executive director of the Moberly Area Chamber of Commerce, said not collecting the sales tax could give online stores an unfair advantage.

"It's already easy enough to shop online," she said. "To me it only makes sense for them to collect a tax they have to pay."

McNeil said she thought that impact on local governments might have interested some committee Republicans, including its chairman, Rep. Doug Funderburk, R-St. Peters, who previously served on the St. Charles County Council.

Funderburk said he agrees that the merchants should be paying the tax, and he said the state needs the money. But he said the bills won't move beyond the committee this legislative session.

"It's not going to go to the floor — at least not this year," he said.

He said the proposal could have dire political consequences, even if the state's benefits from it could total in the nine figures.

"Regardless of what's the reality, someone is going to try to use that against you in an upcoming election — that you voted for a tax increase," he said.

Von Plonski and Miller both agreed that customers might have to pay more online if the tax were collected. But they said those tax dollars help cities provide services many people value.

"The sales tax is what pays for our fire department and our police officers," Miller said. "I hate taxes just as much as the next person, but I know that we have to have a strong tax base in order to be a thriving community."

DESE official says preschool programs 'not in good shape'; area educators say space is biggest challenge

Sunday, February 27, 2011

By M.D. Kittle ~ Southeast Missourian

Of all the numbers in early childhood education, perhaps the two most telling are these: 3 and 85. 

Reams of research show 85 percent of the core structures of the brain are formed by age 3. Yet a fraction of public education dollars is marked for the nation's youngest learners. With Missouri lawmakers toiling to fill a half-billion budget shortfall and Congress gearing up for deep spending cuts, early childhood funding looks to be on the chopping block again. 

While maintaining funding for preschool programs, Southeast Missouri school districts, like public school systems across the state, have sustained deep funding cuts in their Parents as Teachers program, considered the building-block program for early childhood development. 

But one state education official says Missouri's varied preschool system has had a troubling effect on academic achievement. 

Kathy Thornburg, assistant commissioner for the Office of Early and Extended Learning at the Missouri Department of Elementary and Secondary Education, said funding restraints aside, the state has yet to effectively regulate and monitor the thousands of preschools serving Missouri's 158,000 3-to-5 year-olds. She said there are no guarantees a child attending a preschool in the state will receive even a mediocre early education. 

"When you look at the number of program requirements, or lack thereof, that we have for teachers, I think we're not in too good of shape," said Thornburg, considered one of the nation's leading authorities on childhood education. 

DESE oversees about 15 percent of preschool programs in the state, and the federal Head Start program accounts for another 12 percent. Those programs are licensed through the state and are subject to stricter guidelines and standards than those that are legally exempt from licensure, such as faith-based preschools, Thornburg said. That's not to say there aren't many quality programs outside the state-licensed system, Thornburg said, but some schools are operating under the state's minimum standards and there's little monitoring. 

"We don't keep very good tabs on where our children are and the quality of the programs they are in," Thornburg said. "For those programs that are licensed, the requirement for a head teacher ... for toddlers and preschoolers is they have to be 18, they have to have a tuberculin test, and no record of child abuse in their background." 

Thornburg and others say failure to adequately fund early childhood programs and improve standards and monitoring will further widen the growing achievement gap in Missouri's schools. 

Her recent report to the Missouri State Board of Education, titled "The State of Young Children in Missouri," shows 88 percent of children who have difficulty reading at the end of first grade have similar difficulties at the end of fourth grade, and 75 percent of students who are poor readers in third grade will remain poor readers in high school. In Missouri, 64 percent of fourth-grade public school students were not proficient in reading, according to the most recent National Assessment of Educational Progress, the nation's report card. Four out of five fourth-graders from low-income families didn't hit the proficiency mark. 

Research indicates, however, that early intervention can correct reading deficiencies in all but 3 to 5 percent of children, the report says. 

Space constraints 

In the Cape Girardeau School District, educators say the problem is not the efficacy of the preschool program, it's the availability. The district operates three preschool classrooms, one at Blanchard Elementary School and two at Jefferson Elementary, serving 100 children. The program has a waiting list of more than 40 children, said Deena Ring, the district's director of special services. 

"That doesn't count those who have given up," she said. "I actually feel there would be more if there would be more opportunity." 

Opportunity, at least in space, is coming thanks to voter support of the district's $40 million bond issue. The funding will pay for the construction of a preschool at Clippard Elementary, with a goal of preschool additions at all of the elementary buildings, when programming dollars become available. 

The preschool program's budget this year is $120,695, which includes three teachers, and class sizes are typically between 15 and 20 children, Ring said. A special-education teacher assists special-needs students. 

Ring said the effects of budget cuts to Parents as Teachers will be felt in early childhood development. The educational support program for families of young children saw its budget fall from $33 million to $13 million. More cuts could be on the way. 

"It's sad. We always talk about early intervention, the sooner we're able to start the better," Ring said. "Parents as Teachers is one of the first programs to receive cuts." 

The Jackson School District's early childhood program has experienced growing pains in recent years, too. This year, 292 students are participating in the district's programming, from the tuition-based Little Indians preschool to the Title I preschool for children experiencing some learning delays and the early childhood special education program. The total budget between the three tops $1.1 million this year, much of that in federal funding. 

"Our biggest challenge is space," said Beth Emmendorfer, the district's associate superintendent of Student Services. 

Preschool classes are held at South Elementary School and at leased space in New McKendree United Methodist Church's South Campus. 

Stephanie Bledsoe, a Title I teacher at New McKendree, said cramped quarters can lead to more behavioral problems and greater distractions in the early childhood program. The student-to-teacher ratio, Bledsoe said, is typically one teacher and two aides for every 20 students. 

"I think the needs of the students we have are so great," she said. "The program is wonderful, but honestly you cannot have enough hands in there." 

Class size is a critical factor in the success of early childhood education, researchers say. The smaller the class, generally speaking, the better the outcome. 

For grades kindergarten to second, DESE's minimum standard is 25 students per class, while the desirable number is 20. 

Alma Schrader Elementary School, according to district figures, is well within the desirable threshold. Clippard, Franklin and Jefferson elementary schools have no more than 22 students in each of their kindergarten classrooms. 

Blanchard Elementary, however, has two classes of 26 students, and another with 23, according to the district. The number reportedly was higher in recent weeks. Notably, Blanchard has been designated a school in need of improvement for failing to hit No Child Left Behind targets. 

Blanchard principal Barbara Kohlfeld said smaller class sizes are always more desirable but that she is confident in her staff and grateful for the technology and other resources available in the kindergarten classrooms. 

"In the perfect world we would have a class size of 15 children, but you have to do the best with what you've got," she said. 

Bekki Cook, a volunteer coordinator for a Blanchard reading program, said that given the district's funding restraints, it's up to the community to step in and help. 

"We owe these children the opportunity to fulfill their potential," she said. "With these kinds of [classroom] numbers, it's very hard to accomplish that." 

In Jackson, class size is between 19 at Millersville Elementary and 24 at Orchard, Emmendorfer said. 

'A big order' 

In challenging economic times, educators like Thornburg know targeting more funding for early childhood programs -- or anything, for that matter -- will be a tough sell. But reaching students earlier creates an economic and social ripple effect, leading to lower dropout and crime rates, and increasing the potential for financial and social success, Thornburg said. 

Meanwhile, state and federal lawmakers have stepped up the rhetoric about improving education. 

On Saturday, Gov. Jay Nixon led a panel discussion among fellow governors on education issues in Washington, D.C. 

Nixon, who trimmed millions of dollars out of Missouri's Parents as Teachers budget, said no investment will have a greater effect on the nation's future than the one made in education today. 

"Education is the key to an individual's earning power and success in life, and it is the single most important factor in the success of a state, and a nation," he told the gathering. 

Nixon's proposed budget calls for effectively flat education funding in the 2012 fiscal year. 

The effects of the recession have hit early childhood education hard, according to the National Institute for Early Education Research. The organization estimated that nearly $250 million was trimmed from 16 state-funded pre-K programs in fiscal year 2010, and it expects another $100 million in 2011. 

Still, Thornburg said, the goal is that over the next decade 90 percent of Missouri children 3 to 5 will be in a high-quality preschool program, either sponsored or paid for by DESE or by local communities. 

"It's a big order, and we have a long way to go," Thornburg said. "But I think we need to raise the priority for children." 
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Governors OK tuition increase
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Cynthia Nold  Staff Writer WARRENSBURG DAILY STAR-JOURNAL

Warrensburg - University of Central Missouri Board of Governors agreed to a 4.2 percent tuition increase for the 2011-12 school year.

The increase decision made Feb. 24 at Elliot Union applies to main campus students.

State law requires public universities that raise tuition beyond the Consumer Price Index to either receive state approval or face a state funding cut.

Last year's CPI stood at 1.5 percent versus 2.7 percent the previous year. UCM and four other universities did not increase tuition last year at Gov. Jay Nixon's urging. In exchange, Nixon held the line on state funding cuts that would have affected higher education.

Main campus undergraduates will pay $203.50 per credit hour next year versus $195.30 now. Grad students will pay $263.75, up from $253.

Non-resident main campus students also will pay a 4.2 percent increase next year.

On-line tuition per credit hour will increase from $243.10 to $251.30 for undergraduates, a 3.4 percent increase, and from $296.40 to $307 for graduate students, a 3.6 percent increase.

The board approved a 15 percent decrease for high school dual-credit students. But free textbooks will no longer be provided. The rate decrease will make UCM dual-credit tuition comparable to what the Metropolitan Community College System charges.

With UCM on-line and Central Summit Center students increasingly mixing enrollment within the two programs, the board decided to set one rate. The rate is a 6.9 and 6.4 percent increase for center undergraduate and graduate students respectively.

Extended campus tuition rates next year will vary from zero up to 4.2 percent.

The board approved student fee increases of no more than 4 percent. For example, students enrolled for nine credit hours or more will pay $420 for 2011-'12 instead of this year's $404.25.

The Missouri General Assembly has not approved the state budget, so the UCM board relied on estimates rather than wait until May for budget completion by lawmakers.

The tuition rate decision this week gives students time to prepare for the higher cost. 

Posted on Sat, Feb. 26, 2011 

Red-light cameras debated in Missouri

By JASON NOBLE  The Star’s Jefferson City correspondent
JEFFERSON CITY | The debate over liberty and security is playing out once again in the Missouri Capitol. 

The now almost-perennial issue: red-light cameras.

A Senate committee is considering bills that would prohibit cities from installing the camera systems — which capture evidence of red-light violations and issue citations to vehicle owners — or divert the fines generated to school districts rather than city governments. 

Proponents of the ban claim that red-light cameras overstep state law and even violate the U.S. Constitution by denying drivers’ rights to due process and equal protection under the law. 

“This presumption that a picture of a vehicle translates into a presumption that the driver of the vehicle is guilty of an offense, that’s just contemptible on its face,” Josh Carter, St. Louis area director of the libertarian Liberty Restoration Project, told committee members last week. 

The cameras’ legal weakness is underscored by cities’ unwillingness to enforce tickets when challenged by motorists, opponents said.

Smithville resident Gabe Grider said he attempted to challenge the constitutionality of a ticket from a red-light camera at North Oak and Vivion Road in Kansas City, only to have prosecutors drop the case for “lack of evidence.”

Defenders of red-light cameras disputed the constitutional issues and emphasized the safety benefits of the lights. 

Ed Dowd, a former U.S. attorney from St. Louis, said the cameras have withstood numerous legal challenges and passed every constitutional test.

“None of these ordinances violate any of those laws or any constitutional provisions,” Dowd said. 

Police and the mother of a girl killed in an accident in which a motorist ran a red light, meanwhile, defended the cameras as a safety feature that has reduced the frequency of accidents. 

“It’s a really good policy for this legislature to leave it up to local municipalities to decide what kind of enforcement they need on their streets in those towns,” Dowd said.

On Friday, the Columbia Daily Tribune reported that the sponsor of the red-light camera ban, Sen. Jim Lembke, is currently fighting a red-light camera citation in St. Louis.

The St. Louis Republican was found guilty Friday in municipal court of running a red light, and he will appeal the case to the state circuit court. The Tribune story noted that Lembke made no mention of the pending case when he presented his bill Wednesday.

Is gun control a dead issue?

Fewer seem to be in favor of more restrictive laws

Jimmy Myers St. Joseph News-Press 

POSTED: 10:26 pm CST February 26, 2011

Proposed legislation at the state capitol mirrors the national sentiment regarding firearms: Fewer people are in favor of passing stricter gun-control laws.

Of the 13 bills regarding firearms, eight would allow more leniency in gun laws. Rep. Casey Guernsey, R-Bethany, who co-sponsored a bill that would lower the concealed-carry age requirement from 23 to 21, said the number of bills this year are not disproportionate to those offered up in previous legislative sessions.

“We’ve seen a lot of Second-Amendment, rights-related legislation every year since I’ve been here,” he said.

According to Gallup, 78 percent of the American public favored some form of gun control in 1990. That figure dropped to 62 percent in 1995 and fell to 51 percent in 2007. Last year, a Gallup poll found that only 44 percent would favor stricter gun laws.

“The general downward trend in support for stricter gun laws has continued, in spite of several high-profile civilian gun crimes,” said a Gallup review on gun laws.

“Voters have spoken on a lot of these issues,” said Rep. Pat Conway, D-St. Joseph. But he views some of the proposed legislation as being less about guns and more about redefining the relationship between the federal government and the state government. “There is a movement, which maybe in some ways is justified, in trying to get states’ rights back to the Missouri assembly, rather than Washington.”

A majority of the proposed bills are in the House, but one offered up last week in the Senate seeks to allow “certain state officials and employees” to carry concealed firearms in the state capitol building. Sen. Brad Lager, R-Savannah, was busy debating his farm nuisance bill last week, and said gun laws haven’t been on his radar. But he added that any movement in proposed legislation is coming from a grass-roots effort.

“I think people are more worried today than ever about their safety — the ability to defend family and property,” Mr. Lager said. Where gun laws are concerned, he would expect discussion in the capitol regarding the expansion of the “Castle Doctrine,” which allows homeowners to use deadly force against intruders.

Kim Warren, CEO of MidCity Excellence, works with individuals on conflict resolution. A gun in the wrong hands causes crisis in the community, she said, yet she’s not a staunch gun-control proponent.

For the law-abiding citizen, she’s behind gun ownership to protect the home or for recreation and hunting. And though she’d like to see tighter restrictions for suicidal, violent or mentally affected individuals, she doesn’t believe the ebb and flow of gun legislation gets at the real problem.

“I believe a majority of the statistics will show us those crimes (involving guns) were done by people who had them illegally,” she said. “Those are the ones who will always go around the system.”

According to Buchanan County Sheriff Mike Strong, 1,437 people have been issued permits that allow them to carry concealed handguns. Nearly 290 of those were issued last year.

Missouri leads the nation in meth lab incidents, Highway Patrol says

BY ROBERT PATRICK • POST-DISPATCH

Missouri led the nation in the seizure of methamphetamine labs and other meth lab incidents, the Missouri Highway Patrol said Friday.

"Once again, Missouri has the unfortunate distinction of being the leader in meth lab seizures, despite the hard work of the state's drug task forces and all law enforcement," said Colonel Ron Replogle, superintendent of the Missouri State Highway Patrol in a statement.

In 2010, law enforcement reported 1,960 incidents, up 10 percent from 2009. Jefferson County led the state, with 228 incidents, followed by Franklin and Washington counties, with 106 and 103, respectively. St. Charles County had 90 and St. Louis County had 74. There were four incidents in St. Louis.

Incidents include the seizure of equipment, working or non-working labs and the discovery of laboratory dump sites.

Incidents have increased 53 percent from 2007, when there were 1,285. The highway patrol said that the number of incidents dipped in 2006 with the enactment of legislation targeting the labs, but meth cookers are now finding their way around laws limiting the purchase of a key meth ingredient, pseudoephedrine.

Tennessee is second in the nation, with 1,197 incidents, according to Drug Enforcement Administration data, followed by Kentucky, Mississippi and Michigan, with 672. Illinois had 338 incidents as of October. Complete numbers for the state were not immediately available Saturday.

Taum Sauk Fund board dissolves; $7 million at stake 

BY LEAH THORSEN • St. Louis Post-Dispatch
CENTERVILLE, Mo. • Jim Hill, a no-nonsense man in cowboy boots, a crisp white shirt and crisper blue jeans with a large gold belt buckle, opened a recent meeting of the Taum Sauk Fund board as usual: "We always read our purpose."

That purpose - to dispense $7 million for economic development and tourism in Reynolds and Iron counties after the collapse of Ameren's Taum Sauk dam - is about the only point on which the nine-member board agreed.

After three years of discord, the money has done little to help residents in the Ozark counties who say they're still struggling from a decline in tourism after the breach, coupled with the recession.

Less than $1 million has been awarded, yet the fund has actually grown to $7.1 million, earning interest while the board argued.

The situation became so unworkable that on Feb. 17, the board voted to dissolve and split the money between the counties.

What happens next is uncertain.

"The biggest problem is ideology," said Tom Crowell, a board member from the beginning. He and the three other Iron County members wanted to spend the money to jolt the lagging economy.

The five Reynolds County members wanted to preserve the fund, and succeeded.

"They are happy with making interest," said Crowell, who owns a bed and breakfast in Arcadia. "What good does that money do if it sits in a bank?"

Hill, the board president from Reynolds County, says it does plenty of good. He wants the money around for his grandchildren.

"I'd like to see it do something over a long period of time," he said.

Grants so far have included more than $4,500 for a Fourth of July car show in Pilot Knob, and $15,800 for the Bunker Volunteer Fire Department to pay for music at an Oktoberfest.

A controversial $59,000 grant will fund a fenced-in playground and trails behind a school in Lesterville, leading many to question how that will benefit economic development or tourism.

"I don't see any little kids in St. Louis tugging on their parents saying, ‘Take me to the playground in Lesterville,' " said William Matthew McCarter of Ironton.

Bertha LaPlante agrees. She owns Bert's Corner, an Ironton shop filled with candles, teapots, wreaths and homemade soap.

She would prefer a focus on economic development, such as bringing an ice cream parlor or movie theater to town, instead of a playground.

"It's not what that money was set up for. I don't see that as helping the economy," said LaPlante, who is on the Arcadia Valley Chamber of Commerce.

TOURISM TANKS

Reynolds County is home to Johnson's Shut-Ins State Park. It was flooded and heavily damaged when a 700-foot section of the earthen dike surrounding a reservoir owned by AmerenUE, now Ameren Missouri, broke Dec. 14, 2005, and released more than a billion gallons of water.

Tourism suffered after the breach. Johnson's Shut-Ins saw 70 percent fewer visitors in 2006 than the previous year.

Neighboring Iron County also saw a drop in tourists. That county is home to the state's highest peak, Taum Sauk Mountain, and Fort Davidson State Park, site of one of Missouri's largest Civil War battles.

Ameren paid nearly $200 million in settlements with federal regulators and the state after the dam atop Proffit Mountain failed. In late 2007, then-Attorney General Jay Nixon gave $7 million of that money to help revitalize the two counties. The Taum Sauk Fund board was born in early 2008 to disperse the money.

Problems arose from the start.

The Arcadia Valley Chamber had hoped to use some of the money to pay for bands at summer concerts. But the chamber has a 501(c)(6) nonprofit status, and the Taum Sauk Fund can give money only to nonprofits with a 501(c)(3) status, such as schools.

Nixon is now governor. His office would not answer on Friday why the fund had been set up with limits on which nonprofit groups could benefit from it.

Glee Suntrip, who owns the Bearcat Getaway resort in Lesterville, said all nonprofits should be eligible. She is furious that the fund is not being spent.

"This money can do so much for this region and they want to sit on it for their grandchildren," Suntrip said of the representatives from her county.

IN LIMBO

Each county will write a new set of bylaws governing how the money can be used. But it's unclear what changes they will make.

Robin Coventry has been executive director of the Taum Sauk Fund for less than a year. Her employment is in limbo. She has been a full-time employee, paid $64,000 a year plus health benefits.

She said there was no doubt the money was meant to help people now and should not be preserved just to accrue interest.

"That's not what the money was given for," she said. "It was given to help the region."

Not surprisingly, the board's dispute made its way to Jefferson City.

State Rep. Paul Fitzwater, R-Potosi, came to the Feb. 17 board meeting and relayed a message from Attorney General Chris Koster's office that the board was ineffective and needed to part ways. On Friday, Koster's office said that was merely a legal option, not a recommendation.

In a closed session, the board voted to dissolve. What that will mean for residents who make their living off tourism is yet to be seen.

Craig Claney, who owns Big Creek RV Park north of Annapolis in Iron County, questioned whether splitting the money and the board would benefit the region as a whole. He said that he earned a living from the entire region, and tourists didn't see county lines.

"This money was set to get tourism going," he said. "How is splitting it going to do that?"

Wagner still looking at possible Senate run

By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter  

Posted 5:23 pm, Fri., 2.25.11 

St. Louis Republican activist Ann Wagner, the former state party chairman who recently lost a bid for the top national post, said on Friday she is still considering a bid for the U.S. Senate in 2012.

"I think we have a real chance to beat Claire McCaskill," Wagner said, referring to the Democratic incumbent. Wagner contended that McCaskill is "trying to reinvent herself at almost a breathless pace."

"I'm absolutely going through a deliberative process here," she said. "I have an absolute passion to serve."

Wagner was interviewed in the lobby of the University Plaza hotel in Springfield, Mo., where over 800 Republicans from around the state are gathering for the party's annual Lincoln Days weekend.

While at Lincoln Days, Wagner (left) said she is holding private meetings with a number of grassroots activists and party leaders as she weighs her options. Wagner plans to address the state executive committee Saturday morning and is a keynote speaker at a luncheon.

She added that she had respect for the other two Republicans who have announced their candidacies: St. Louis lawyer Ed Martin and former state treasurer Sarah Steelman. Several other prominent Republicans -- U.S. Reps. Jo Ann Emerson and Sam Graves, and former Sen. Jim Talent -- have announced within the last month they are not running.

Martin, Steelman and their allies are very visible at Lincoln Days, with posters and stickers. Martin has set up an "Ed Martini Lounge," to be open later this evening. Steelman has an army of young volunteers clad in "Sarah Steelman" T-shirts slapping her campaign stickers on the shoulders of conventioneers.

Wagner said she is getting encouragement from many Republicans to consider running against McCaskill. Wagner is close to many of the state's top Republican donors and leaders.

 Wagner said as Republicans view the possible challengers they are looking for someone who is "results-oriented. I've been that for 20 years," she said.

Lt. Gov. Kinder levels sharp attacks against Nixon at Lincoln Days

By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter
Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder all but announced his expected 2012 quest for governor Friday night, as he repeatedly blasted Democratic incumbent Gov. Jay Nixon for "a lack of leadership."

Nixon, asserted Kinder, "has chosen to be a spectator in these critical times."

Kinder, a Republican, touched off applause from his audience of several hundred at the opening night banquet during this weekend's GOP Lincoln Days festivities in Springfield, Mo.

Kinder, the keynote speaker, was introduced by U.S. Sen. Roy Blunt, R-Mo., who praised Kinder as "the chief spear catcher'' during the gubernatorial tenure of the senator's son, Republican Matt Blunt, who served from 2005-2009.

Kinder threw lots of verbal spears during his address, as he asserted that Nixon should have challenged some of the new policies coming out of Washington, such as the federal stimulus aid and the federal health care changes.

"On issue after issue, Gov. Nixon has refused to take a stand,'' Kinder said. The lieutenant governor dismissed Nixon's frequent focus on jobs, saying that the governor has been all talk and little action. He cited a recent study that showed Missouri to be one of the states with the weakest job growth.

"He loves the perks of the job,'' Kinder said. He highlighted the criticisms of Nixon's frequent plane flights, most of which have been paid by various state agencies or departments. Nixon's staff says his trips -- close to $400,000 over the past two years -- were charged to the agencies or departments if the governor's travel was to highlight that department's activities or achievements. (Click here to read the Beacon's overview of the issue.)

Friday's audience cheered when Kinder declared, "We even paid for him to fly around the state announcing a moratorium on travel for everyone else'' in state government.

Kinder has said he won't announce his 2012 plans until later this year. No other major Missouri Republican has declared an interest in taking on Nixon.

Kinder said he planned to spend the next 18 months publicizing alleged government waste under Nixon. Kinder cited, for example, Nixon's support for high-speed rail. Nixon and Illinois Gov. Pat Quinn are strong supporters of a high-speed line from Chicago to St. Louis, with another leg going on to Kansas City.

" 'High speed rail' should be in quotation marks,'' said Kinder, who derided such a project as "an unending drain on the taxpayers of this state."

State Sen. Bill Stouffer announces run for Secretary of State

Posted on February 25, 2011 by Roseann Moring SPRINGFIELD NEWS-LEADER

State Sen. Bill Stouffer, R-Napton, has announced a bid for secretary of state.

The spot, which is now held by Democrat Robin Carnahan, is in charge of elections, record-keeping and other tasks.

Stouffer has recently pushed a measure to require a photo ID for voting. A campaign press release says he also supports early voting.

He lost a primary bid for Missouri’s 4th District U.S. House seat last year to Vicky Hartzler, who went on to defeat longtime congressman Ike Skelton.

Carnahan, Stouffer vie for Mo. secretary of state 

Associated Press | Posted: Friday, February 25, 2011 3:41 pm

Republican state Sen. Bill Stouffer announced Friday that he will challenge Democratic Secretary of State Robin Carnahan next year with a campaign built around the need to make voters show photo identification.

Stouffer, who lost a Republican primary for Congress last year, is sponsoring a proposed constitutional amendment and accompanying bill that could require people to show a government-issued photo ID for their votes to be counted. If passed by the Legislature, Stouffer's proposal could appear on the same 2012 ballot as the secretary of state's race.

Carnahan has opposed photo ID requirements as an undue burden on voters. She says Missouri has had no problems with people attempting to impersonate other voters.

Candidate filing for Missouri's 2012 elections does not officially begin for another year. Stouffer declared his candidacy as Republicans were preparing to meet in Springfield for their annual Lincoln Days conference.

Carnahan spokesman Tony Wyche confirmed later Friday that Carnahan plans to seek re-election.

Carnahan, 49, lost a bid for U.S. Senate last year to Republican Roy Blunt. Stouffer lost a Republican primary in the 4th Congressional District to Vicky Hartzler, who went on to unseat longtime Democratic U.S. Rep. Ike Skelton.

Stouffer, 63, is a farm owner from the central Missouri town of Napton who served for 16 years on the board of MFA Inc., a farm supply and marketing cooperative. He also previously ran an antique store. Stouffer touted his managerial experience as a qualification for the secretary of state's office, which oversees Missouri elections, regulates securities, handles business registrations and manages the state archives, among other things.

"Providing the best security for our elections is extremely important. I strongly believe in photo ID," Stouffer said.

The Missouri Supreme Court struck down a 2006 law imposing a photo-identification requirement for voters, declaring that it infringed on the fundamental right to vote that is included in the state constitution. Stouffer and other Republican lawmakers believe a constitutional amendment specifically authorizing a photo ID requirement would get around the court's objections.

Stouffer said Friday that he also supports efforts to allow early voting and streamline the business registration process _ two things Carnahan also has supported.

""Robin is proud of her record of cutting costs and red tape for Missouri businesses and of protecting consumers from scam artists and financial fraud," Wyche said.

Christian County Named Fastest Growing in State  

Written by Chasity Mayes

02/25/11

Christian County is the fastest growing county in Missouri, according to new census data. KSMU’s Chasity Mayes has more.

In 10 years time, Christian County has seen an increase in its population by 43 percent according to the US Census Bureau. In the 2010 census, the county’s population was nearing 78,000.

Steve Childers is the city administrator for Ozark, which is located in Christian County. He’s not surprised that people are attracted to the area.

“I think the Midwest is just attractive. When you look at it on a larger scale I think when you look at some of the other states, you know, the coastal states and some of the populated areas I think you’re finding people feel like property taxes are very high, real estate is very high in other areas, maybe crime, maybe transportation congestion all of those things are pushing people back to areas like ours,” says Childers.

Childers also says that growth is a good thing for any community, but it’s important to be prepared for the increase. The city of Ozark has already updated its plans to include the growing population. He says everything from planning and zoning to the availability of clean water must be considered.

For KSMU News, I’m Chasity Mayes.

Rehabs belie St. Louis' drop in census 

By TIM LOGAN • St. Louis Post-Dispatch | Posted: Saturday, February 26, 2011 12:15 am

Amid the reams of census data released Thursday showing an unexpected population loss in St. Louis, perhaps no detail was more striking than this:

In a belt of neighborhoods across the near south side, places around Tower Grove Park and Benton Park that have seen countless homes rehabbed and new businesses open in the last decade, the number of actual residents declined by at least 10 percent.

In Tower Grove East and Shaw, Fox Park and McKinley Heights, population fell faster than the city as a whole. The south side contributed almost as much to St. Louis' 8 percent population drop as did the continuing exodus up north.

The difference is that while people have flowed out of north St. Louis for decades, many of these south city neighborhoods have in recent years seemed to rebound, acquiring the trappings of urban revitalization, from coffee shops to kickball leagues to parents pushing strollers.

It's a reminder that progress and population growth don't always move as one and also that the challenges facing a city still struggling to grow again — schools in particular — won't be solved by redevelopment alone.

City leaders were roundly shocked by the numbers released Thursday. Yes, everyone expected some parts of the city would shrink as they have for decades. But not 24 of St. Louis' 28 wards. Not every ward south of Interstate 44. Staffers at City Hall spent Friday scrambling to make sense of it, to find errors in the count and, more than anything, to figure out where all the people went.

It made no sense to Steve Conway, the veteran alderman who represents Shaw. He has watched over the last decade as his blocks of old Victorians have been restored and young families have moved in, filling the neighborhood Montessori school to the brim and stacking the waiting list at the local Catholic school. Dog-walkers abound. There's a wine bar.

"We've become one of the most desirable neighborhoods in the city," he said.

Yet the census says Shaw's population is down 1,400 people, or 17 percent, and to Conway it just doesn't add up. He said he has approved 145 gut rehabs since 2000, and in what used to be a parking lot on Grand Boulevard, there's a 27-unit condo building. Out of nearly 2,000 homes in the neighborhood, he counts just 47 as vacant.

"I have no clue," Conway said, "why the numbers are what they are."

South of Tower Grove Park, they surprised Don Scherer, too. He's owned Oak Hill True Value Hardware at the corner of Oak Hill and Connecticut since 1975, and he has watched the neighborhood change several times.

When Scherer started, the homes nearby were full, he said. It was "mom and dad and three or four kids."

Then something shifted. People still lived on these blocks, but they weren't as invested. Maybe 10 or 15 years ago, he worried about where the neighborhood was heading.

But then things changed again. People bought those proud brick homes and spruced them up. Young professionals moved in, some with little kids. In the last few years things have really started to bloom.

"Everything's been moving in a positive direction," said Scherer. "The people are more diverse. They seem really dedicated to the city."

It's just that there are fewer of them.

One likely factor is all that rehabbing. Often it means fewer units at a higher price. Four-family flats become duplexes. Two-families become one big house. It's happened a lot around Fox Park, said Tom Pickel, executive director of the DeSales Housing Corp., a nonprofit developer in the neighborhood.

"In a building where you might have had a dozen people, now you have two or three or four," he said. "And yet the physical condition of the neighborhood is undeniably better."

An even bigger factor: Those people are far less likely to have children, especially school-age children.

Since 2000, the number of people under 18 in the city of St. Louis has fallen by one-fourth. In Conway's ward, according to the census, it fell 43 percent, and a ward covering Forest Park Southeast and the Central West End saw its kids fall by nearly half.

The city points to that sharp drop in children for the faulty estimates in earlier years, the ones that predicted growth for the first time in a half-century. To get a sense of its population, the city was looking at adults and housing units, said Jeff Rainford, Mayor Francis Slay's chief of staff.

"We really should have been looking at elementary and high school students," he said.

What they would see is a student population that fell for much of the decade — but may now be leveling out.

The city's public schools enrolled about 43,000 in 2001. They've now settled at 35,500 students for the past few years, buoyed by a growing charter school movement.

And the city's Catholic grade school system, which lost 2,200 elementary pupils and closed eight schools in the first half of the decade, is stabilizing at 18 schools and just over 4,000 students.

Certainly, families left the city when their schools and parishes closed, said George Henry, superintendent of Catholic education for the Archdiocese of St. Louis. But now parishes are helping keep families here, he said.

"Catholic schools have been one of the strongest factors in helping to stabilize certain neighborhoods," he said.

Still, worry about schools and safety has driven population loss all over the city, said Alderman Antonio French, whose ward near O'Fallon Park in north St. Louis lost about one of every six residents since 2000.

City leaders have poured money into downtown projects, he pointed out, in the hopes they would lift boats citywide. That hasn't happened.

"They've been concentrating so much on certain parts of town," he said. "They really took their eye off the ball and didn't notice almost 30,000 people going out the back door."

Still, while nearly everyone agrees the sharp, surprising drop is not a good thing, there's an argument to be made that it's not all bad either, especially in reviving neighborhoods like that belt of south St. Louis. Smaller households and less density is a byproduct of modern urban redevelopment, said Seth Teel, president of citizens group ReVitalize St. Louis. If the city is becoming a better place to live, that's just fine.

"It's not the end of the world," said Teel. "It may be a numbers game, and it reflects poorly on us. But at the end of the day, if the quality of life is better, I'll take a 29,000-person drop."

Census: Cape Girardeau population more diverse than in 2000

Sunday, February 27, 2011
By M.D. Kittle ~ Southeast Missourian

Sharon Armour has made a life of taking care of people in Cape Girardeau. 

Armour, 57, owns and operates Jefferson Manor on the city's south side. 

"I love people. I take care of people," she said, while filling her minivan with groceries Friday afternoon in the parking lot of Save-A-Lot on South Sprigg Street. "What color, that doesn't matter. We're all God's children." 

Armour is part of a growing black population in the community, part of the changing face of Cape Girardeau -- a city that has become more colorful over the past decade. 

Black residents made up nearly 13 percent of Cape Girardeau's population in 2010, according to the latest figures released from the U.S. Census Bureau. Blacks accounted for 4,839 residents, as of April 2010, up from 3,288 people, or 9.3 percent of the total population, in 2000. 

Armour said she believes the increase has been driven in large part by the troubled state of Missouri's economy, and opportunity in Cape Girardeau. 

"I used to live in St. Louis. I feel a lot of it has to do with the economy, the big city," she said. "It's harder to maintain there." 

While white residents made up the vast majority of Cape Girardeau's population in 2010, their relative numbers are declining. The city counted 30,783 residents, or about 81 percent of the total population, down from 87 percent in 2000. By comparison, St. Louis County, Missouri's most populous county, was 70 percent white, with 23 percent black. 

In Missouri, 83 percent of the population was white, and blacks remained the state's largest racial minority, at 11.6 percent of the total population. Missouri's Hispanic population soared 79 percent over the decade, but Hispanics account for 3.5 percent of the state's population. Cape Girardeau's Hispanic community grew to 1,046 residents, nearly 3 percent of the city's population. In 2000, there were 388 Hispanic people living in the city, about 1.1 percent of the total population. 

Cape Girardeau's Asian community grew slightly between 2000 and 2010, from 400 residents to 718, making up just shy of 2 percent of the city's total population. 

Southeast Missouri State University's globalization initiative, its campaign to "bring the world to Cape Girardeau," is doing much to diversify the city. 

International student enrollment has more than doubled in the past two years, increasing to some 550 students, or nearly 5 percent of Southeast's 11,000-plus student population. And the campus is attracting more faculty members from beyond U.S. borders. 

"When I came to Cape Girardeau in 1994, I was probably the second or third Asian faculty member on campus," said Ragu Athinarayanan, chairman of Southeast's department of industrial and engineering technology. "If you look around now, not only have Asian faculty but Asian students increased. I think Southeast really has taken the leadership role in this." 

Athinarayanan, who came to the United States from his native Malaysia when he was 18, has spent more of his life in his adopted country, much of that time in Cape Girardeau. 

Cape Girardeau's 2010 census also included 87 American Indians or Alaska natives, 17 native Hawaiians or Pacific Islanders, and 585 residents of "some other races." More residents than ever, 912, were of two or more races, according to the census. 

Athinarayanan said he sees much more diversity in Cape Girardeau's future. 

"I won't be surprised if Cape Girardeau doesn't turn into a small metropolitan area down in the Bootheel," he said. 

Jackson's population remained predominantly white, accounting for nearly 96 percent of the city's 13,758 residents. There were 227 blacks living in Jackson in 2010, about 1.6 percent of the population. Other minorities included 170 Hispanics, 79 Asians, 37 American Indians or Alaska natives, 188 people of two or more races, and one native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander. The city's census included 44 people of "some other races." 

In Scott City, too, whites made up 96 percent of the population of 4,565 residents. There were 66 Hispanics, 31 blacks, 12 American Indians or Alaska natives, 11 Asians and 48 people of two or more races. 

In Sikeston, Mo., the black population, at 4,275 residents in 2010, made up 26 percent of the city's 16,318 people. The Scott County city also counted 378 Hispanics, 138 Asians and 328 residents of two or more races. The white population totaled 11,415 residents. 

"Democrats are crazy," Cleaver says, and can't be "corralled" 

David Goldstein.KC STAR 

Rep. Emanuel Cleaver spoke at the Democratic National Committee’s winter meeting in Washington last night. Here’s a snippet of what he said after being introduced by DNC Chairman Tim Kaine, who grew up in Overland Park.

Of the early days of the 2008 campaign, when the presidential candidate field was still wide open, the Missouri Democrat said:

“I’ll tell you what kept me awake at night. I feared Colin Powell would run for president, and his victory would be due in no small part due to African Americans crossing over to the Republican Party to vote for him. We would have lost African Americans for two, maybe three generations from the Democratic Party. We dodged a bullet. We just didn’t know it.”

Speaking before a roomful white, brown and black faces, male and female, Cleaver said, “I’m a Democrat because of people like Chairman Kaine and because of what I see when I walk in this room…It’s difficult to be a Democrat, because Democrats are crazy. We don’t have any way in which we can all be corralled.”

Republicans, he said, “don’t have to be disciplined. They all think alike. We don’t. We don’t require it. And we don’t have to look alike. Even though it is imperfect, we are a party that reaches out to all the people of this country.”

He warned, though, that the party shouldn’t take its African American membership for granted

“It’s true that African Americans are taken for granted. And we’ve got to fix it.”

National Journal ranks Congress members on liberal/conservative scale

Posted on February 25, 2011 by Roseann Moring  SPRINGFIELD NEWS-LEADER 
National Journal has a cool graphic that ranks Congress members by 2010 votes based on a conservative/liberal scale, and it’s interesting stuff.
Check it out here.

Missouri’s senators, Democrat Claire McCaskill and Republican Kit Bond, both rated on the more moderate sides of their parties.

Sen. John Thune, R-S.D., who will be in Springfield tomorrow at an annual Republican gathering, is the most conservative in the Senate.

On the House side, Missouri’s delegation spans most of the spectrum. Now-Sen. Roy Blunt is the most conservative, according to the data, and one of the more conservative Republicans.

Boehner & McConnell's Secret Plan to Avert a Shutdown

TIME MAGAZINE   Posted by Jay Newton-Small Wednesday, February 23, 2011 at 3:38 pm 

House Speaker John Boehner and Senate Minority Leader Mitch McConnell have been working behind the scenes to draft a two-week stopgap measure to avert a government shutdown that would include $4 billion in immediate cuts, according to House and Senate GOP aides.

The House would move first – the Rules Committee could meet as early as Monday. Boehner is hoping to pass the bill by Wednesday. Boehner and Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid have been in discussions but if a deal is not reached ahead of time Senate Republicans would offer Boehner's proposal as a substitute to Reid's bill. The cuts will include reductions that President Obama has suggested and other non-controversial items in the hopes of luring support from moderate Senate Democrats who are facing tough reelections. No details were immediately available on what cuts Boehner and McConnell are looking at. "Senator Reid's position that they will force a government shutdown rather than cut one penny in spending is indefensible – and it will be very hard for them to oppose a reasonable short-term funding measure that will cut spending," says a House GOP aide. If nothing is done by March 4 the government will shutdown.

Reid's office said Wednesday he still plans to move forward with a 30-day spending freeze at current levels. The House on Saturday passed a bill funding the government through the end of the fiscal year. But that bill slashes funding by $100 billion -- cuts that are not likely to survive the Democratically-controlled Senate. The Senate has proposed cutting $41 billion from Obama's 2011 request, but that translates into funding the government at roughly the same level it's at right now. "While Republicans are making a genuine effort to cut spending and debt, Washington Democrats can't seem to find a single dime of federal spending to cut, insisting on the status quo, even for a short-term spending bill," McConnell said Wednesday in a statement to TIME. "But keeping bloated spending levels in place is simply unacceptable. So it is our hope that Democrats will join us in a bill that actually reduces Washington spending." Both sides agree that more time is needed to negotiate a compromise and Boehner has said he will not allow even a temporary extension without some cuts.

The competing bills amount to a game of chicken between the Republican-controlled House and the Democrat-controlled Senate. Both sides claim they are trying to avoid a shutdown, but if one happens both are laying the ground work to blame the other. While both Parties say they want cuts, Republicans want immediate results while Democrats have been taking more of a "scapel" rather than a "meat axe" approach, as Reid put it yesterday on a call with reporters.

The calendar is working against Reid. If he introduces legislation on Monday when the Senate comes back into session the earliest he can get the measure onto the Senate calendar is Wednesday, given the Senate rules. With the likelihood that at least one senator will object to Reid's bill, it would take until at least Saturday to pass Reid's measure and government funding expires that Friday.

Republicans are banking on support from Senate Democrats who have publically indicated a willingness to cut above and beyond current spending levels. “My Party, honestly, is in denial about how severe the problem is,” Senator Claire McCaskill, a Missouri Democrat who is up for reelection this cycle said last month. “They think we can just nibble around the edges.” McCaskill has co-authored legislation with Republican Jeff Sessions to cut deeper than what Obama proposed in January. She is one of nine Democratic senators who have said the cuts on the table in the Senate do not go far enough. Democrats hold 23 of the 33 Senate seats up in 2012, some of them in Red states like Montana, Nebraska and West Virginia where cutting the size of government is popular. But it remains unclear how many Senate Democrats will cross Reid and support McConnell and Boehner, if it comes down to a partisan fight.

Sebelius says nation can get more from health-care investment

Ken Newton  St. Joseph News-Press 

POSTED: 11:03 am CST February 25, 2011UPDATED: 11:13 pm CST February 25, 2011
Better health-care stands as a national imperative, Kathleen Sebelius believes, with American citizens, and America’s investment in them, at stake. 

And the point person for the federal health-care reform effort said the measure approved last year makes the appropriate investment. 

“It’s not only good for the patient, but it’s good for this country,” Ms. Sebelius told a St. Joseph gathering Friday. “Right now, we spend more than any nation on Earth on health care, and our health results don’t look nearly as good as they should.” 

The U.S. secretary of Health and Human Services spent an hour at Heartland Health learning about innovations and prevention techniques local medical professionals believe can be a model for the nation. 

Missouri Sen. Claire McCaskill encouraged Ms. Sebelius to visit the St. Joseph hospital and accompanied her on the snowy morning. 

Both women praised the providers for their community-centered initiatives and for trying to stop health problems before they arrive at the hospital’s door. 

The Heartland approach, they said, dovetails with the aims of the Affordable Care Act, with emphasis on prevention’s ounce rather than the pound of cure. 

“Doctors basically want to keep people healthy,” the cabinet secretary said. “They don’t just want to deal with people when they’re acutely ill.” 

Ms. McCaskill added, “Once we get everyone in and there is more prevention going on, we can only hope that we don’t have to spend quite so much on health care in this country.” 

Ms. Sebelius and the senator repeated their support for the health bill, pointing to its provisions that young adults can stay longer on their parents’ health plans and that people can no longer be shut out of coverage because of pre-existing conditions. 

But both acknowledged, in the medical roundtable and afterward talking with reporters, the political fury that accompanies the legislation. 

Some states, including Missouri, have sued the federal government over the measure but continue to take grant money in preparation for the law taking effect. 

“We are continuing to implement the law, and this is a very state-based strategy,” Ms. Sebelius said. “We think the best opportunities are for people on the ground at the state level that regulate the insurance markets and know the health-care system to put together what works for their population.” 

Ms. McCaskill, who voted for the bill when it cleared the Senate, said that the law suffers from “semi-truck loads of misinformation” nearly a year after its passage. 

Dr. Joe Boyce, Heartland’s chief medical information officer, suggested to the guests an improvement in the tracking of medical records. 

“We’ve got 50 different states doing immunizations with 50 different registries,” he said. “That’s where we need a national standard.” 

Ms. McCaskill cautioned that phrases like “national standard” can get played for political purposes. 

“The political arguments get really over the top,” the senator said. “All of a sudden, it’s ‘I told you, the federal government’s taking over all of it.’” 

Still, she voiced optimism that the strengths of the health law would help Americans and the federal budget. 

“The cost that we’re going to save on preventative care wasn’t even figured in the calculation (of the law’s financial impact),” Ms. McCaskill said. “Heartland is really a great location to bust up the myths that are out there about the health-care bill.”

Kansas Dems Gather For Washington Days

Missouri Sen. Claire McCaskill delivered the keynote speech to a sold-out crowd of more than a thousand Friday night at the at the Washington Days banquet. State Sen. Anthony Hensley receives honor for his legislative service.

Reporter: 13 News
TOPEKA, Kan. (WIBW) - Kansas Democrats are being encouraged to stay the course.

The message came from Missouri Sen. Claire McCaskill. McCaskill delivered the keynote speech to a sold-out crowd of more than a thousand Friday night at the at the Washington Days banquet. The annual gathering aims to energize the Kansas Democratic Party.

McCaskill says congratulated Democrats for standing up against GOP-backed legislation which critics say attacks labor unions. McCaskill says Kansas Democrats shouldn't let the fact they're the minority party stand in their way.

"This is no time for hand-wringing. This is no time to be negative," she said. "This is the time to decide we are stronger, our ideas are better and we can work harder than they do."

The banquet also featured a surprise ceremony awarding the party's first-ever Legislative Achievement Award to State Sen. Anthony Hensley. The award will be named in his honor and presented annually to a Kansas Legislator who exemplifies long-time service to the State of Kansas.

Hensley, a lifelong Topeka resident, was elected to the Kansas House of Representatives in 1976 at the age of 23. He was appointed to the Kansas Senate in 1992, where he has served as Senate Democratic Leader for the past 14 years.

Washington Days continues through the weekend at the Ramada Hotel and Convention Center in downtown Topeka.

Members of Congress discuss civility in public debate -- civilly

By Dale Singer, Beacon staff    

Posted 12:15 pm, Fri., 2.25.11 

What do you get when you put two Democrats and one Republican from the House of Representatives on a panel to talk about civility in public debate in the wake of the shootings in Tucson?

You get a surprisingly civil discussion, it turns out, with more emphasis on candor and conciliation than on conflict.

The members of Congress -- Democrats Russ Carnahan and William Lacy Clay, both of St. Louis, and Republican Jo Ann Emerson of Cape Girardeau -- appeared at Washington University Thursday afternoon in an event sponsored by its John C. Danforth Center on Religion & Politics.

Wayne Fields, director of the center, introduced the dialogue by noting that "democracy assumes we can govern each other by persuasion, not by force," but the atmosphere that led up to the Tucson shootings had become overly strident.

On Jan. 8, while speaking at a meeting with constituents in her home district, U.S. Rep. Gabrielle Giffords and 12 others were wounded and six others were killed when a lone gunman began shooting. Jared Lee Loughner, 22, of Tucson, has been charged in connection with the incident.

Since the shootings, Fields noted, there has been a "widely expressed longing for a civil society," one that can go a long way toward "reconciling forceful representation with civility and respect."

Is that possible?  All three Congress members said they think so, but it won't always be easy. The three are part of something called the Center Aisle Caucus, devoted to fostering dialogue, not dissent.

"You can agree to disagree without being disagreeable," Clay said. One of the conditions of serving in Congress is that "you're always going to make someone mad and going to make someone happy," he said.

Emerson noted that given the issues that Congress deals with on a daily basis, people are always going to feel strongly about the topic at hand. The trick, she said, is not to let that passion spill over into rancor.

"I can be passionate," she said, "but I don't have to be nasty to Lacy or to Russ, and they don't have to be nasty to me. At the end of the day, our constituents want us to get things done."

The Center Aisle Caucus was established in 2005 to help keep that passion in check, Emerson said. Too often, she said, people might question her relationship with a more liberal colleague in terms like, "You're friends with her?"

The effort, she said, does not mean you abandon your principles. It just means you advocate for them in a more accommodating way.

"It doesn't mean you are a moderate," Emerson added. "It means you are more willing to talk to the other side and find the common good. It's less about being moderate and more about being tolerant.

Clay added: "People will still harass you and harangue you and try to get you to vote the way they want you to vote. But that's OK. I can take that."

Emerson said she never thought of her friendships in Congress in terms of liberal or conservative; instead, she said, the goal should be finding the "common nugget" that will let you bridge differences and come together, despite sometimes strong feelings.

"We want to have passion," she said. "We want to have debate. We don't want everybody to be namby-pamby. That's boring."

Carnahan said it was particularly tragic that Giffords became a victim when she was doing precisely what she and her colleagues should do -- meeting with citizens to find out their views and concerns.

"That was a real wake-up call," he said.

"At the end of the day, we each have one vote in a chamber of 435 people. It's all about building coalitions, and not always with people of your own party."

They agreed that having members of different parties sit together at the State of the Union address last month was a helpful step, though Emerson noted that because she had slipped and broken her arm on the ice, she was not even able to attend the speech. "I was on my couch in Cape Girardeau," she said.

All three representatives agreed that the endless news cycle and dueling cable news networks have contributed to an atmosphere of incivility. New technology -- like Facebook and Twitter -- often doesn't help either, they said.

Emerson said she wished anchors would let the newsmakers express the opinions and absent themselves from the fray.

Added to that mix, Clay said, is the seemingly endless need to bring in campaign cash.

"The person who has the loudest microphone or says the most outrageous things will raise the most money," he said.

The Missouri delegation is generally a close-knit group, Clay said. "We are together on more issues than we are apart."

One of the problems in the larger Congress, the representatives said, is that these days, members often don't move their families to Washington but instead spend weekends shuttling back and forth to their districts. The result, they said, is that colleagues don't always have the opportunity to get to know each other as people and not as political antagonists.

And just to make sure that everyone realizes that disdain and disagreement in politics are nothing new, Carnahan related this story from the career of his father, the late Gov. Mel Carnahan, when the elder Carnahan was starting his career in elective office.

He knocked on the door of one would-be constituent, Carnahan said, and made his best pitch for her vote. At the end, the woman said she wouldn't be voting for him.

When he asked why, she replied:

"You look like such a nice young man. I hate to see you get mixed up in politics."

Nixon: Wisconsin labor fight "not the way we do it in Missouri" 

BY BILL LAMBRECHT  St. Louis Post-Dispatch | Posted: Friday, February 25, 2011 2:35 pm

WASHINGTON -- As the furor over public employee unions raged on in Wisconsin, Democratic governors meeting in Washington said the labor standoff was not on the agenda during a meeting at the White House today.

The Democrats, in town for the National Governors Association winter meeting this weekend, described an hourlong session with President Barack Obama devoted to matters such as job-creation, technology and energy.

The chair of the Democratic Governors Association, Maryland Gov. Martin O'Malley, replied "No, not really" when asked afterward whether they had discussed the effort in Wisconsin to strip public workers of collective bargaining rights.

"A distraction," was how O'Malley referred to the unresolved matters in Wisconsin.

Govs. Jay Nixon of Missouri and Pat Quinn of Illinois largely agreed.

"This is just not the way we do it in Missouri," Nixon said. "When I'm governor, this is just not the way we deal with the Legislature. We sit down with folks and we try to be thoughtful about it.

"I like to believe that in Missouri, we have disagreements. But we all believe we have to be fiscally disciplined...And I've taken a great deal of my time and energy to try and get warmth from the fire, not fan the flames."

In Wisconsin, the Assembly early today passed legislation that would restrict public employees' bargaining rights. The vote occurred three days of protests that have drawn tens of thousands of protesters to the state Capitol.

The outcome remained uncertain with Wisconsin Senate Democrats having fled to Illinois to block Senate action.

Quinn sounded today as though he didn't mind providing refuge to the Wisconsin senators.

"There has to be shared sacrifice. But the concept of collective bargaining with dialogue around the table, and give and take, I believe in that," he said.

"I've talked to Scott Walker and met him and I'm disappointed in his combative approach. I don't think that solves problems," he said.

Speaker Doesn't Foresee Walk Out In Missouri

 (Jefferson City, MO) -- With legislators walking out in three midwestern states to forestall legislative action on Right to Work legislation, and with similar bills set to come up in the House and Senate in Missouri some time in the next few weeks, Speaker of the House Steven Tilley, R-Perryville, says he doesn't think similar walk outs would occur in Missouri. 

First of all, walkouts in Missouri would not slow legislative action. House and Senate rules say only that a quorum (more than half a body) must be present for votes to be taken, and Democrats make up less than a third of the state Senate and just more than a third of the House of Representatives.

In the Senate, Democrats could not stop a gubernatorial veto override. In the House, Republicans are three votes short of a veto proof majority.

"There are certain things in this chamber that I want that I'm not always successful with, that doesn't mean I pack up my toys and go home," said Tilley. "We're elected to do a job and I intend to do it,  I urge every member of our caucus to do it and including the Democrats." 


(Rebecca Townsend, Missouri News Horizon) 

Posted on Fri, Feb. 25, 2011 

State lawmakers battling with public-sector unions

By DIANE STAFFORD and STEVE ROSEN  The Kansas City Star 

Distressed state budgets. A public opposed to tax increases. Republican majorities in state legislatures that sense political opportunity.

Those ingredients combined this week to create a toxic stew for public unions in particular and organized labor at large.

The head chef is Wisconsin Gov. Scott Walker, a Republican who wants to cut wages and health and pension benefits, and slice state employees’ collective bargaining rights.

The unions had acquiesced to the financial cuts, which the governor said would save the state nearly $330 million. 

But in the wee hours of Friday, the Wisconsin Assembly ended nearly 61 hours of debate by approving the cuts and the collective bargaining limits. That bill now sits in the Senate, awaiting the return of Democrats who have boycotted the chamber for the past week.

Walker and Republicans “trampled on democracy throughout the day and really throughout this past week,” Democratic state Rep. Peter Barca said Friday.

Republicans offered their own harsh words: “In the end, we’re going to head the state in the right direction,” Rep. Jeff Fitzgerald said. “It’s not going to be pretty.”

Throughout the week, thousands of union advocates rallied in Madison. Protests also were heard in more than a dozen statehouses, including Kansas, where lawmakers vow to cut the pay, benefits or collective bargaining rights of their public employees.

Thus the recipe for diluting union strength was put on front burners nationwide.

“Unaffordable and unsustainable salaries, pension and other benefits for unionized government workers are a substantial part of the problem” affecting state budgets, U.S. Chamber of Commerce president Thomas Donohue said.

Not so, labor advocates say.

“This is a planned strategy by the right,” said Scott Ciafullo, president of the American Federation of Teachers in Missouri. “If they get rid of the unions, they get rid of the opposition.”

Fierce opposition caused some lawmakers to ease off initial intents. In Indiana, Republican legislators said a right-to-work bill was dead.

But unions still face their largest challenge since President Ronald Reagan fired air traffic controllers in 1981.

Why the clashes now?

“The hard choices weren’t made earlier,” said Kim Rueben of the nonpartisan Urban Institute in Washington.

Rueben said state budget shortfalls in the recession, a decline in federal aid, underfunded pensions for public union members and the political might to challenge unions had brewed a “perfect storm.” 

But make no mistake, she said: The challenges to public unions may be revenue driven, but the assaults on collective bargaining rights “are much more political.”

Wisconsin is one of 24 states with laws giving public-sector workers collective bargaining rights. Nine states either do not have such laws or have legislation that expressly forbids contracts with public employees and labor unions.

The rest of the states have a hodgepodge of laws. They typically limit bargaining rights to certain employee groups, such as teachers, and some states prohibit strikes.

State and local workers’ rights are even more expansive than those of federal workers, who are prohibited from compulsory union support.

Missouri and Kansas
Labor advocates in Missouri — historically a strong union state — express solidarity for public employees fighting in other states. But the fracas hasn’t boiled over yet in Jefferson City.

Despite a call from the Missouri Chamber of Commerce for the Republican-run General Assembly to make Missouri a right-to-work state, and despite the filing of six bills that the labor community considers pro-business at the expense of workers — relative calm has prevailed.

For one thing, Missouri has already grappled with the issue. In 2001, Democratic Gov. Bob Holden signed an executive order giving state employees the right to bargain collectively. But in 2005, in his first day on the job, his successor, Republican Matt Blunt, rescinded it.

Eventually there was a court battle, and in 2007 the Missouri Supreme Court ruled that state employees indeed had a constitutional right to organize. And unlike in Wisconsin, it would take a constitutional amendment to strip the right.

The court, however, left implementing details up to the General Assembly, still controlled by Republicans. 

It subsequently passed a law that says public unions have the right to “meet, confer and discuss.” The statute doesn’t mandate that an agreement be reached, but if it is, it has the same legal effect as any other contract that can’t be unilaterally rescinded.

The so-far quieter scene in Missouri stems from something else: Since 2006, union leaders realized they had to cooperate with a Republican governor and legislature, said Herb Johnson, secretary-treasurer of the Missouri AFL-CIO.

“We’d always been a Democratic state and never really had to work with the Republicans before. But we worked at it, and we found many friends in the Republican Party.”

And now Missouri again has a Democratic governor, Jay Nixon, “who is supportive of working families,” Johnson said 

Across the state line in Topeka, though, loud protests rocked the Kansas House on Thursday, followed by a rally on Friday at the capitol. The reason: The Republican-dominated Kansas House passed a bill to curtail the ability of union members to designate political action committee contributions through payroll deductions. It awaits Senate action.

“This is a nice attempt to stick it to the unions,” said Rep. Mike Slattery, a Mission Democrat. 

He argued that the measure was aimed at diluting contributions from workers who traditionally supported Democrats.

In Kansas, it’s illegal to require a worker to join a union, even if it’s a “union shop” with collective bargaining power. Union officials say 30 percent to 60 percent of eligible state workers choose to join the union that represents them.

“Kansas isn’t a strong union state because of this right-to-work status,” said Lisa Ochs, president of AFT-Kansas, a state federation that represents about 20,000 workers. 

On Wisconsin
Wisconsin, appropriately, has become ground zero for the current labor battles.

The state’s labor history intertwines with the nation’s, starting with that passage in 1912 of a federal law allowing U.S. government employees to organize. A main sponsor was Sen. Robert La Follette, a Wisconsin Republican. 

Twenty years later, a group of state employees formed what would later become the Wisconsin State Employees Union. That organizing movement culminated in 1959, when Wisconsin became the first state to give state and local government employees a statutory right to bargain collectively for better wages and benefits.

Public unions have had an often uncomfortable alliance with both Republicans and Democrats in state capitols and the White House.

Even President Franklin Roosevelt, the Democratic champion of the New Deal, talked tough on federal unions. Although he supported unions for government employees, he opposed public-sector collective bargaining.

But the climate swung dramatically in favor of public workers in 1962. President John F. Kennedy lifted a federal ban on collective bargaining by federal employees.

If that was the high point for public employees, 1981 marked a tipping point with Reagan’s showdown with the 11,000-member Professional Air Traffic Controllers Organization.

The controllers went on strike, demanding better pay and working conditions. Reagan ordered them back to work, citing civil service changes in 1978 that prohibited strikes by federal employees.

When the union refused, the controllers were fired, and a new era of government labor relations was born.

In addition to the current upheavals in Wisconsin and Indiana, legislators or governors in Ohio, Idaho, Tennessee, Illinois, Nebraska, Florida, Michigan, Iowa, Oklahoma, California, Nevada, New Jersey and New Mexico are trying to limit collective bargaining rights for public unions or cut state workers’ pay or benefits.

There are similar budget-balancing efforts by Democrats, as in Colorado, where the Denver capitol also housed a protest rally. But for the most part, the focus is set by Republicans who gained power in the November elections, often with financial backing from the Koch brothers of Wichita and conservative or libertarian organizations.

Those newly elected legislators — along with some governors — earned the political muscle to push forward the deeply held philosophies on which many of them campaigned. 

Arguing that right-to-work states have competitive economic advantages for business and that public-sector wage and benefits packages have grown fat, they vow to rein in government spending by cutting the pay of state employees and the bargaining power of their public-sector unions.

Some also challenge the rationale of allowing public workers, who are paid by taxpayers, to allocate part of their pay to political causes or candidates. The history of campaign contributions shows the preponderance of union donations going to Democrats.

“In effect, public employee unions are a mechanism by which every taxpayer is forced to fund the Democratic Party,” wrote conservative political analyst Michael Barone.

Labor advocates counter that slicing into public workers’ pay or negotiating rights will do little to cure huge state budget imbalances. Rather, they perceive an opportune assault on unions to deprive the opposing party of money and votes.

Paycheck premium?
Whether it’s political maneuvering or fiscal responsibility, states are seeking to close budget gaps and resuscitate underfunded pension programs.

Wages and benefits — which account for about 27 percent of state expenditures, according to the Urban Institute — are among the biggest budget items.

But how do you judge pay levels? 

The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics says state and local government workers earn an average of $26.25 an hour, compared to $19.68 for private-sector workers. (The data do not cover federal employees.)

Retirement benefits are also more common for public employees, with 99 percent of state and local workers getting some kind of benefits package compared to 74 percent of private-sector workers.

But the picture changes with deeper analysis.

In a 2010 study, University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee economists Keith Bender and John Heywood found that median earnings of state and local government union workers were about 16 percent higher than earnings of private-sector workers in comparable jobs.

In an interview, Bender said public-sector pay was higher because half of public workers had college degrees — twice the rate among private-sector employees. Public workers also tend to be older than their private-sector counterparts, he said.

When holding education and other worker characteristics the same, Bender said, the typical government worker “earns an average of 11 percent less” than comparable private-sector workers. 

The economists’ study also concluded that benefits were more generous in the public sector by about 6 percent. But when packaged with an 11 percent wage differential, Bender said the “overall compensation of state and local workers is not excessive, and from a labor economist’s point of view they are about right.”

Kansas embarked on a pay equalization process several years ago after a compensation study by the Hay Group determined that state workers were underpaid compared to the private-sector market.

That “market adjustment” process has been halted, and a pay cut of 7.5 percent for state workers is proposed.

State legislatures and governors around the country are tackling budget shortfalls with similar proposals. In many cases they have the votes. But change won’t be easy.

In Boston this week, U.S. Rep. Mike Capuano, a Massachusetts Democrat, encouraged a crowd to back the Wisconsin public workers and reflected the hot rhetoric around the issue: “Every once in a while you need to get out on the streets and get a little bloody when necessary.”

Public service programs concerned about cuts to grants

Programs could take big hits in funding.

11:00 PM, Feb. 25, 2011

Written by  Amos Bridges SPRINGFIELD NEWS-LEADER 
Public service programs the city traditionally funds with Community Development Block Grants should expect some belt-tightening in July.

Twenty-two agencies submitted requests for about $500,000. CDBG funding recommendations for the upcoming fiscal year would allocate about $292,000 to 15 programs.

Many that received $25,000 grants in the current fiscal year could see those awards drop by about $2,000. Others may not receive funding at all.

Deeper cuts -- much deeper -- could be required, depending on the actions of the U.S. Senate in coming days.

Provided each year through the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, CDBG money is used for a range of programs, from revolving loan programs for small business to streetscaping downtown.

Most of the grants goes toward housing assistance and neighborhood improvements, but the city is allowed to use some for public service programs such as after-school programs, food assistance or homeless services that benefit low-income residents.

"These organizations are out there really working hard to address some of the local social needs and we get to help a little bit with that," said Vern Morgan, the city's grants administrator.

The recommendations, reviewed by a citizen panel Tuesday, are scheduled to go to City Council in late March. But there's a large asterisk attached.

The House of Representatives recently passed a resolution cutting CDBG funding by 62.5 percent, dwarfing a 7.5 percent reduction recommended by President Barack Obama.

The Senate, in recess the past week, could take up the issue after it reconvenes Monday.

"Unless they resolve this soon we'll have to go to council with some contingency plans," said Morgan. "We're hoping to get as much as we got in '09, which is not as much as we got in '10 -- at this point I'd feel real good if we got that."

Recommendations approved Tuesday are based on a CDBG allocation of $1.35 million, Morgan said. Under the funding plan approved by the House, the city would get about $400,000.

"We wouldn't be out of business, but it would be a drastic cutback," Morgan said, noting revenue from some of the city's revolving loan programs -- seeded with CDBG funding -- could be tapped as a stop-gap.

Bart Brown, CEO of Ozarks Food Harvest, said he hopes it doesn't come to that.

A CDBG award from the city -- recommended to drop from about $25,000 to $23,900 -- pays for about 20 percent of food sent home with low-income Springfield students as part of Ozarks Food Harvest's weekend backpack program, Brown said.

About 625 kids in 13 city schools are served each week, he said. "Cuts (on the scale proposed in the House) would severely impact the program."

Bumpy road to Boeing tanker contract 

BY STEVE GIEGERICH • St. Louis Post-Dispatch | Posted: Saturday, February 26, 2011 12:05 am 

Unruffled and smooth, Boeing's defense chief Dennis Muilenburg took his place before the cameras Friday to discuss the winning bid that landed his division a $30 billion contract to build KC-135 airborne tankers.

It might have been more fitting if he showed up battered and bruised.

The path to being christened a "clear winner" by the Pentagon on Thursday included some hairpin turns that Boeing at times failed to negotiate.

Casualties included the two Boeing executives who served time for their involvement in a procurement scandal, and the chief executive officer forced out because the scandal occurred on his watch.

In 2008, the Pentagon announced it would award the contract to a foreign contractor, a decision Boeing successfully fought on appeal.

Citing 'significant flaws" in the process, Boeing challenged the award of the KC-135 contract to Northrop Grumman and the European Aerospace and Defence and Space (EADS), setting in motion the events that culminated with Boeing staking victory at a Thursday afternoon press conference.

"Instead of the KC-135, I think they should call it the KC-360 for the about-faces," said Scott Hamilton, an aeronautics analyst with the Leeham Company in Seattle.

Muilenburg offered few specifics during brief remarks Friday to reporters at Boeing Defense headquarters in St. Louis County. He estimated the tanker contract could support as many as 1,000 jobs in the St. Louis area, with the positions involving engineering, manufacturing components, software and electronics. Muilenburg wasn't clear on whether the jobs would be newly created or retained.

"We expect the supply chain network here will span the breadth of the program," the CEO said.

The aerial tankers are essentially flying gas stations that allow other aircraft to refuel in midair, rather than having to land at fuel bases. The current deal calls for Boeing to build 179 planes. But Air Force officials ultimately want to replace the aging current fleet of 600 or so, built in the 1950s and 1960s. The entire fleet could be replaced in the next 20 years, with additional contracts that could push the final price tag to $100 billion.

Analysts say Boeing won the bid on the strength of price and the fuel efficiency of the planes it designed, a factor that became more important with expected spikes in the crude oil costs over the long-term. They point out that the Boeing offer was 1 percent lower than the bid submitted by EADS.

"It may have come down to the new emphasis on frugality given the budget realities," said Richard Aboulafia, an analyst with the Teal Group.

In some ways, Hamilton says, a victory won on cost rings hollow.

"I don't know how you could rate this as a vote of confidence," Hamilton said of the verdict on the tanker deal. "This was a competition based on price."

The price calculations were titled heavily in Boeing's favor by a procedural maneuver pulled off by Democratic Rep. Norm Dicks of Washington state, sometimes called "Mr. Boeing" in the halls of Congress. Dicks has received tens of thousands of dollars in contributions for his political campaigns from Boeing sources, and his constituency will benefit hugely from new jobs created by the contract. The bulk of the 50,000 jobs the project is expected to create will come at assembly plants in Seattle and Wichita.

After the issue of lifespan costs arose at a congressional hearing in 2008, Dicks helped engineer a change in how the Air Force evaluated the bids between Boeing and rival Airbus.

"I got them to change the life-cycle costs from 25 years to 40 years," Dicks said in an interview. "When you take 179 planes, and with the Airbus burning 24 percent more fuel than the Boeing plane, that's a big number. It could range from a $4 billion to $10 billion difference. That had to help them in a big way."

The tanker deal provides Boeing with a foothold to regain some of the standing it lost with the U.S. Department of Defense over the past decade, Hamilton said.

The low point was the situation that unfolded after Boeing hired the U.S. Air Force procurement officer overseeing the KC-135 contract in 2002. According to Reuters, the Project on Government Oversight dubbed Boeing's addition of Darleen Druyun "one of the most egregious examples in recent memory of the revolving door between the federal government and defense contractors."

Within a year, Druyun and the executive who hired her, Boeing Chief Financial Officer Michael Sears, were shown the door. A week later, Boeing Chief Executive Phil Condit followed.

Druyun and Sears later pleaded guilty to conflict of interest charges. Each received nine-month prison terms.

In two conversations with reporters in as many days, Muilenburg not surprisingly skipped over the sordid lead up to the Thursday announcement. He chose to focus instead on the 50,000 jobs the project is expected to generate in 40 states.

Boeing projects that the first 18 tankers, built on the platform of the Boeing 767 commercial jetliner, will be airborne in 2017. Once construction hits full speed, the company estimates an annual production schedule of 15 aircraft.The company hopes the performance of the KC-135 for the U.S. Air Force will one day entice foreign governments to place orders for the aircraft as well.

The news out of the Pentagon this week, Hamilton said, marks the end of a "very painful chapter" in Boeing history.

"There were a lot of twists and turns that I don't think anyone could have anticipated," he said. "It's been incredibly bizarre."

McClatchy Newspapers contributed to this report.
After Obama meeting, Nixon says White House can learn from governors

By Robert Koenig, Beacon Washington correspondent    

Posted 5:34 pm, Fri., 2.25.11 

WASHINGTON - When Missouri Gov. Jay Nixon and other Democratic governors met with President Barack Obama on Friday, they talked about a wide range of issues, such as creating jobs, cutting budgets and improving communications among the states and the federal government.
But one topic that didn't come up, governors said afterward, was the 800-lb. gorilla dominating many discussions about the economic plight of states: the ongoing standoff in Wisconsin between Republican Gov. Scott Walker and the state's public employee unions about pensions and bargaining rights.

The head of the Democratic Governors Association, Maryland Gov. Martin O'Malley, said, "We were focused today on the things that we can do together to create jobs" -- and "we didn't talk about whatever it is they're doing in Wisconsin."

But both Nixon and Illinois Gov. Pat Quinn said after the meeting that Wisconsin's approach wouldn't fly in their states. "That's not how we do business in Missouri. I mean, we sit down with folks," said Nixon, noting that the state had successfully negotiated and gotten approved a pension reform package last year. (Read the Beacon story, Could Wisconsin happen here?)
"We're not about protest; we're about progress," Nixon told the Beacon, saying that Missouri's parties may disagree on details but tend to agree on the overall goals of fiscal discipline and job creation. "I just think the way we operate in Missouri is much different than they do in the Badger State."

For his part, Illinois' Quinn told journalists that he did not support Walker's "combative approach" in dealing with unions. "I don't think that solves problems," he said.

Nixon and Quinn were among the governors who gathered in Washington on the eve of the weekend's annual winter meeting of the National Governors Association. After NGA meetings all weekend, Obama is scheduled to host all the governors at a black-tie dinner at the White House on Sunday evening and meet with both Democrats and Republic governors on Monday.

In an interview afterward, Nixon told the Beacon that it was "a very solid meeting" -- and that both Obama and Vice President Joe Biden were there to listen to the Democratic governors as well as to talk with them. "There are a lot of things the federal government can do in these difficult times to make sure that government is more efficient and effective and delivers services better for the people," Nixon said.

"We did talk a little bit about budget issues but, quite frankly, state governors have had to balance budgets. So I think they listened to us in that regard about trying to find areas where they can cut and make government more efficient," the governor said. "That's another message we talked about -- that the public deserves a very efficient government, and effective government. And governors are in a unique situation [to offer advice] because of the budget challenges we've had."

While the main topic was how to create jobs across the country, Nixon said, "It got to a much deeper level than that. We talked about how you do that." He said it was clear that Obama and other White House officials have devoted "thought and energy and dollars" -- in areas such as encouraging community colleges -- to "where we can draw these direct connections."

Nixon said, "I used my minute with the president" to thank him for giving former St. Louis Cardinal Stan Musial the Presidential Medal of Freedom and to lobby on Missouri's behalf for some federal grants. "When you're with the president and vice president, you try to talk about your state - absolutely," Nixon said. "There's another competitive round of broadband [grants] out there, for example, and I wanted them to know that what we've done so far has been efficient and effective. I mean, we're lighting up 85 counties that didn't have that capacity before."

Asked if Obama had a message for the Democratic governors, Nixon said, "They're focusing on making sure they have a good and in-sync relationship with us. So a lot of time was spent on how we're going to communicate." The emphasis, he said, is that the relationship is not "a top-down philosophy -- they want to listen to states."

Nixon, other Democratic governors meet with Obama

Nixon: Worker training, education a key focus.

11:00 PM, Feb. 25, 2011  |  

Written by  Elizabeth Bewley  SPRINGFIELD NEWS-LEADER 
Washington -- Gov. Jay Nixon and 13 other Democratic governors met with President Barack Obama and Vice President Joe Biden on Friday at the White House to talk about jobs and the economy.
Standing on the White House lawn as rain spattered his suit, Nixon told reporters that the highlight of the conversation was its emphasis on education and worker training.

"It was good to hear a lot of good talk in there and discussions about community colleges, which I've been involved in for 11 years and we're really pushing forward in Missouri," Nixon said. "Right now, the challenge obviously we have is that we don't have enough jobs for the workers that are out there, and ultimately having to train the work force for the jobs of tomorrow is where we've got to be, and that connection is clear with this administration."

He said he was also impressed by the administration's commitment to energy independence.

"That's especially important when you see fuel prices jumping up the way they are, the turbulence over in the Middle East area and in the heartland," he said.

When asked whether he discussed with the president the toll that proposed federal spending cuts would take on programs for Missouri residents -- such as air service to rural regions, community health programs and heating assistance for the poor -- Nixon said, "I just don't think it's fair for me as a governor to come up here and complain to these folks who also had difficult choices to make."

"I'm not saying the cuts won't have an effect," he said. "But we're not building the economy of the future in Missouri based on the money that comes from Washington. We're building it on jobs in Missouri."

Governors and Obama also discussed promoting innovation and biotechnology, increasing access to loans for small businesses and passing a transportation funding bill, said Maryland Gov. Martin O'Malley, chairman of the Democratic Governors Association.

One issue that did not come up during the meeting, governors said, was the controversy in Wisconsin over public employee compensation and collective-bargaining rights.

"We were focused today on the things we can do together to create jobs," said O'Malley. "We didn't talk about whatever it is they're doing in Wisconsin."

Nixon, when asked about the battle in Wisconsin, said: "It's just not the way we do it in Missouri. It's not the way we deal with the legislature. We sit down with folks; we try to be responsible about it.

"I've taken a great deal of my time, energy and effort to try to get warmth from the fire but not fan the flames," he added with a chuckle.

Governors are in Washington through Monday for the National Governors Association's annual winter meeting.

Missouri gained 7,600 jobs in January 

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- A new report says Missouri recorded a net gain of roughly 7,600 jobs last month while the state's unemployment rate held steady.

The Missouri Department of Economic Development reported Friday that the January jobless rate was 9.6 percent, the same as December's figure.

The agency says jobs were added last month in several sectors, with the biggest gains in manufacturing, retail trade and financial activities. The increases were partly offset by sizable declines in the construction and information sectors.

Among metropolitan areas, the St. Louis region had the biggest overall job growth, with employment up by 5,700 from December. The Kansas City area gained about 1,500 jobs last month.

State, St. Louis show job gains in January 

BY STEVE GIEGERICH • St. Louis Post-Dispatch | Posted: Friday, February 25, 2011 5:25 pm

The addition of 7,600 jobs in January notwithstanding, the Missouri unemployment rate remained at 9.6 percent in the first month of the year.

Displaced workers who have stopped applying for benefits account in part for a jobless rate that was  unchanged from December.

Still, the numbers are generally encouraging.

St. Louis area employers, for instance, added 5,700 people to the payroll in January, according to data released Friday by the Missouri Department of Economic Development.

And the state showed an overall net gain of 1,000 jobs in 2010.

At the peak of the recession, November, 2008-May, 2009, Missouri was losing over 13,000 jobs a month.

The DED said the state recorded gains in January in manufacturing (+4,700), retail (+3,800), financial activities (+2,100), professional and business services (+2,800) and private educational and health services (+1,100).

Construction (-2,900) and information services (-1,900) showed losses.

Speaker Tilley lets loose on Nixon, payday loans and local control 

BY JAKE WAGMAN • St. Louis Post-Dispatch | Posted: Friday, February 25, 2011 10:54 am

ST. LOUIS -- In his first two months as State House Speaker, State Rep. Steve Tilley has benefited from envious Republican margins, a surplus of goodwill from urban Democrats and a robust campaign fund.

Forgive him if he's a bit chatty.

In a meandering conversation late Thursday afternoon with the Post-Dispatch Editorial, the optometrist from Perryville offered a candid take on a range of topics -- enough that, in the hour interview, he may have said "I'll be candid with you" half a dozen times.

On local control of the St. Louis Police Department, the issue that has yielded the most bi-partisan support in the House, Tilley brushed aside criticism from members of the local Tea Party, who are sympathetic to the police association's concerns about ending state control of the force.

Tilley lambasted a bill in the Senate that would transfer police control to City Hall -- provided the St. Louis Board of Aldermen is cut in half. "It's a poison pill. It's their way of killing it," Tilley said.

The speaker said he won't hesitate to employ some gamesmanship to get local control passed -- such as, say, attaching it as an amendment to a tangentially related bill the Senate is compelled to pass. 

When the conversation turned to payday loan reforms, Tilley blamed the lack of progress personally on State Rep. Mary Still, a Columbia Democrat who worked for Jay Nixon in the Attorney General's Office. Still has sponsored a payday loan every year since she was elected in 2008

"Mary is not the easiest person to work with on either side of the aisle,"Tilley said. "She's had no luck getting anything achieved."

Tilley, 39, says he still works at his day job, examining eyes in southeast Missouri.

He arrived at the Post-Dispatch without an entourage, sporting a light goatee and a shirt maybe a size too large. He's a bit fidgety -- twiddling with a water cup, and then, when empty, the coaster -- not unlike Gov.  Nixon's tendency to occasionally thumb the ends of the speaker's dais.

Speaking of Nixon: Tilley is comfortable enough with his analysis of opposing partisan dynamics that he gave his take on the perceived gulf between the governor and other Democrats.

"He's clearly not a team player. How much did Nixon give to Susan Montee?" said Tilley, referring to the ousted Democratic auditor who lost her seat in November. "I think Jay focuses on what's best for Jay. And that's why Democrats don't like him."

Tilley is unequivocal in his support for Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder, who is widely expected to announce a challenge to Nixon in the near future.

As for Tilley's own political future: He's term-limited in the House and has already changed his campaign committee in preparation to run for Kinder's current seat. Tilley said he is likely to wait until the end of the session to make an official choice about whether to run.

But Tilley, who abstains from fundraising during the session, already has nearly $800,000 cash on hand -- which could make the decision to run statewide a lot easier.

House To Move Forward On Photo Voter I.D.

 (Jefferson City, MO) -- Missouri House of Representatives' floor leader, Rep. Tim Jones, R-Eureka, says he's "excited" the Missouri Senate has passed legislation that includes photo voter identification provisions. 

And Jones says he's ready to move ahead with the House's own bill on the topic. On Thursday, the Senate gave final passage to legislation that would require voters to show a government issued voter identification card with a picture in order to receive a ballot. 

Earlier the House passed legislation that includes both a constitutional amendment and enabling legislation that would put the photo voter identification into practice along with procedures for early voting. 

Jones said he's optimistic that the two chambers can come to an agreement on final legislation in the weeks to come. "It's amazing they sent us this legislation in February, and I'm looking for something that will give us a good, solid compromise piece of legislation." 


(Missouri News Horizon) 

Feb 25, 7:23 PM EST

Mo. senator to appeal red-light camera ticket 
COLUMBIA, Mo. (AP) -- A Missouri state senator sponsoring a bill banning red-light cameras has been ticketed in St. Louis as a result of one of the traffic cameras.

Republican Sen. Jim Lembke, of St. Louis, told the Columbia Daily Tribune that he will appeal his conviction Friday in St. Louis Municipal Court to a higher court.

St. Louis cameras caught one of the four cars registered to Lembke driving through a red light on Jan. 9, 2010. Lembke said he wasn't driving the car, but he declined to say who was behind the wheel.

Lembke said he will continue to fight the case but has not hired an attorney.

He did not mention his pending court case when a Senate committee heard testimony Wednesday on his legislation to ban the traffic enforcement cameras.

---

Information from: Columbia Daily Tribune, http://www.columbiatribune.com 

Another Jeff Roe-related group gives to anti E-tax effort

Dave Helling. KC STAR PRIME BUZZ BLOG 

Another conservative group with anonymous donors has dropped $25,000 into Freedom PAC, the group running the anti-earnings tax campaign.

This time it’s the Adam Smith Foundation, another 501(c)(4) group that need not disclose its donors publicly.

And there have been donors. The group’s 2009 tax return showed it had $109.09 in the bank at the end of 2009.

The group gave $2,500 that year to Citizens Against Forever Tax, the St. Joseph committee that paid Jeff Roe for work on an issue in that city. CAFT became Freedom PAC last year.

Adam Smith also gave money to 

EDITORIALS … & Letters to the Editor
Defending the indefensible in the Defense of Marriage Act

By The Editorial Board St. Louis Post-Dispatch | Posted: Sunday, February 27, 2011 9:00 pm 

The Defense of Marriage Act, passed in 1996 by large bipartisan majorities of both houses of Congress and signed into law by President Bill Clinton, requires the federal government to discriminate against same-sex couples.

Last week, the Obama administration said it will continue to enforce the law of the land by denying to legally married same-sex couples federal benefits that are available to legally married heterosexual couples.

But it no longer will go into federal courts and pretend that the law is constitutional.

This is progress, of a strange and halting sort.

Attorney General Eric Holder said Wednesday that for the government to separate Americans into different categories based on sexual orientation and treat them unequally under the law, it must have especially good reasons to so.

A recent legal review failed to find any such reasons when it comes to DOMA, he said. Therefore, it violates the equal protection and due process guarantees of the Constitution.

In the narrowest sense, the decision applies only to constitutional challenges in federal courts in the Second Circuit: New York, Connecticut and Vermont. Courts there have not yet determined how high a standard of justification the law must meet. As such, the administration's action is unlikely to have much immediate impact.

No DOMA challenges have emerged yet in the Eighth Circuit, which includes Missouri, or the Seventh Circuit, which includes Illinois.

Some legal scholars have pointed out, however, that when any administration publicly disavows a law's constitutionality, federal judges take notice. DOMA's fate may well be determined by the U.S. Supreme Court.

According to the National Conference of State Legislatures, Missouri is among 27 states that limit, by law or constitutional amendment, the definition of marriage to a legal union between a man and a woman.

Illinois law likewise circumscribes its definition of marriage, although last month Illinois also joined several other states in granting spousal rights to same-sex partners in civil unions.

U.S. Census estimates identify more than 12,600 Missouri households consisting of 25,200 unmarried partners of the same sex; the numbers for Illinois are 27,600 households and some 55,200 people. Geographically, these folks live and work in cities, suburbs and small towns in every corner of both states.

It has been 15 years since DOMA became law, and many people still hold profound, sincere moral objections to homosexuality. But as more and more of us have come to know - or know better - the gay and lesbian Americans who are our neighbors, co-workers, friends and family members, the more we must reject using anyone's moral beliefs to deny anyone else equal treatment under the law.

What the Obama administration acknowledged last week is that, under the American system of justice, the discrimination at the heart of the Defense of Marriage Act has become indefensible.

Graves has look of winner

Our Opinion

ST. JOSEPH NEWS PRESS

Sam Graves must know the feeling of a TV game-show contestant on a roll. 

He gets two questions right and wins $10,000. Then another one, and he’s up to $100,000. Now comes the big test. Does he go for the last question and try to win a million? Or does he take stock of the success he already has had and decide putting all of that on the line is not worth the risk? 

Mr. Graves, our 6th District U.S. congressman, announced recently he has decided against a 2012 run for the U.S. Senate seat held by Democrat Claire McCaskill. The sixth-term Republican from Tarkio told the News-Press he was excited about his recent appointment as chairman of the Small Business Committee, a position gained through a decade in the House and determined interest in the subject. 

His decision came down to whether he could afford to give that up and whether the Senate seat truly was worth the gamble. “I … believe I can have a greater impact on federal policy in the next six years as a chairman in the House,” he said. 

Mr. Graves was elected to Congress in 2000 after serving in both the Missouri House and Senate. He has faced no serious competition in the years since, except for 2008. But even then, when his opponent was former Kansas City Mayor Kay Barnes, the congressman wound up winning re-election with nearly 60 percent of the vote. 

Further, Mr. Graves has been especially resilient in the face of the anti-Washington fervor that has gripped much of the nation. Tea Party rallies were held throughout the country last fall, angrily calling for the ouster of House incumbents. But not in this area, where Mr. Graves captured nearly 70 percent of the vote to defeat Clint Hylton. 

A farmer, family man and a conservative, Mr. Graves is a good fit for Northwest Missouri. Could he have successfully carried his message throughout the state? Perhaps. But U.S. Senate campaigns are waged at a great cost — including an all-consuming commitment to campaigning and fundraising (think $10 million). 

And after all that, you never really can be sure of the reception you’ll get in far-flung Springfield, Cape Girardeau or St. Louis. In contrast, Mr. Graves seems to have the 6th District seat locked up for as long as he wants it and continues to deliver the kind of representation he has provided for the last 10 years.

Nobody Really Knows 

WASHINGTON MISSOURIAN   Posted: Friday, February 25, 2011 4:22 pm | Updated: 1:23 pm, Fri Feb 25, 2011. 
State Auditor Tom Schweich made the best argument for rejecting the so-called “Fair Tax” when he released his official fiscal note on the controversial initiative petitions earlier this month.

The initiatives, if approved by voters, would eliminate individual and corporate income taxes and replace them with higher sales taxes on a wider range of products and services.

Things that are currently exempt from sales taxes like groceries, prescription medicines, doctor visits and rent could be subject to the new tax under the proposals.

Missouri law requires that the state auditor prepare a fiscal note on the financial impact on every proposed initiative petition.

Schweich’s fiscal note was revealing in its opaqueness. His conclusion: Nobody really knows.

Schweich’s actual statement of the Fair Tax on the Missouri budget used the words “cannot be determined” and “cannot be presently quantified.” He went on to say that the proposed tax initiatives are so broad that the fiscal impact cannot reasonably be predicted.

At a press conference, Schweich told a group of reporters from across the state that his office conducted a very thorough analysis of the nine different petitions submitted on the Fair Tax. He said he didn’t think any responsible person could arrive at any other conclusion. There are just too many unknowns.

Schweich used the word “responsible” a lot during his remarks. That isn’t surprising. Schweich, the brainy, conservative Republican is the epitome of responsible.

So when he says he is just being responsible in saying that we don’t know what impact the Fair Tax would have on Missouri’s budget we should take heed. We should also be concerned.

That’s because if the sales tax rate isn’t set at the appropriate level to replace the revenue from the existing income tax, Missouri is going to take in fewer tax dollars. That’s a scary thought for a state swimming in a budget crisis. Missouri receives about two-thirds of all of its revenues from income taxes. If the new higher sales tax rate isn’t set at the right number, there is going to be more pain in Jefferson City and it will have nothing to do with the recession.

Most of the proposals on the table cap the Fair Tax at 7 percent. Others argue that isn’t near enough to cover the lost revenue and the rate should be somewhere between 11 and 15 percent. This is the real unknown. And that doesn’t include sales taxes levied by counties, cities and some other local taxing entities.

Schweich pointed out that the cost and savings estimates for each of the petitions ranged from an unknown or no fiscal impact to a projected state budget shortfall in excess of $1.02 billion. That’s quite a spread and it underscores how risky the Fair Tax is.

Proponents contend that a Fair Tax would cause more people to move to our state and thereby spur economic activity.

Critics of the plan, like political consultant James R. Moody, argue that the plans are fiscally untenable and could bankrupt the state, or in the alternative, bankrupt the poor and the working lower and middle income classes.

They also point out that consumers living near a bordering state will avoid the sales tax by shopping across state lines where the sales taxes are lower or shift more of their purchases to the Internet to avoid paying sales taxes altogether.

Schweich didn’t dispute that a Fair Tax would impact consumers spending habits. He just said he couldn’t quantify it.

We can’t quantify it either but there’s no doubt in our minds that Missouri businesses are going to get hurt under a Fair Tax.

Maybe the question is whether these new people and businesses moving into the state will offset the loss of revenue and jobs that will occur from existing businesses whose customers drive across state lines to save money.

Is this crazy?

Tom Schweich doesn’t have the answer.

Nobody Really Knows 
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Things that are currently exempt from sales taxes like groceries, prescription medicines, doctor visits and rent could be subject to the new tax under the proposals.

Missouri law requires that the state auditor prepare a fiscal note on the financial impact on every proposed initiative petition.

Schweich’s fiscal note was revealing in its opaqueness. His conclusion: Nobody really knows.

Schweich’s actual statement of the Fair Tax on the Missouri budget used the words “cannot be determined” and “cannot be presently quantified.” He went on to say that the proposed tax initiatives are so broad that the fiscal impact cannot reasonably be predicted.

At a press conference, Schweich told a group of reporters from across the state that his office conducted a very thorough analysis of the nine different petitions submitted on the Fair Tax. He said he didn’t think any responsible person could arrive at any other conclusion. There are just too many unknowns.

Schweich used the word “responsible” a lot during his remarks. That isn’t surprising. Schweich, the brainy, conservative Republican is the epitome of responsible.

So when he says he is just being responsible in saying that we don’t know what impact the Fair Tax would have on Missouri’s budget we should take heed. We should also be concerned.

That’s because if the sales tax rate isn’t set at the appropriate level to replace the revenue from the existing income tax, Missouri is going to take in fewer tax dollars. That’s a scary thought for a state swimming in a budget crisis. Missouri receives about two-thirds of all of its revenues from income taxes. If the new higher sales tax rate isn’t set at the right number, there is going to be more pain in Jefferson City and it will have nothing to do with the recession.

Most of the proposals on the table cap the Fair Tax at 7 percent. Others argue that isn’t near enough to cover the lost revenue and the rate should be somewhere between 11 and 15 percent. This is the real unknown. And that doesn’t include sales taxes levied by counties, cities and some other local taxing entities.

Schweich pointed out that the cost and savings estimates for each of the petitions ranged from an unknown or no fiscal impact to a projected state budget shortfall in excess of $1.02 billion. That’s quite a spread and it underscores how risky the Fair Tax is.

Proponents contend that a Fair Tax would cause more people to move to our state and thereby spur economic activity.

Critics of the plan, like political consultant James R. Moody, argue that the plans are fiscally untenable and could bankrupt the state, or in the alternative, bankrupt the poor and the working lower and middle income classes.

They also point out that consumers living near a bordering state will avoid the sales tax by shopping across state lines where the sales taxes are lower or shift more of their purchases to the Internet to avoid paying sales taxes altogether.

Schweich didn’t dispute that a Fair Tax would impact consumers spending habits. He just said he couldn’t quantify it.

We can’t quantify it either but there’s no doubt in our minds that Missouri businesses are going to get hurt under a Fair Tax.

Maybe the question is whether these new people and businesses moving into the state will offset the loss of revenue and jobs that will occur from existing businesses whose customers drive across state lines to save money.

Is this crazy?

Tom Schweich doesn’t have the answer.
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Our view: Statewide solution 

The Joplin Globe Sun Feb 27, 2011, 09:22 AM CST 

JOPLIN, Mo. — Leaders in surrounding towns are watching closely as members of the Joplin City Council gear up for a final vote to make certain cold medicines available by prescription only.

The council last week voted 8-1 on its first action on the proposal. We expect the final vote on March 7 will remain largely unchanged. Pseudoephedrine, found in certain over-the-counter cold medicines, is the key ingredient in making methamphetamine.

That action could reduce the number of meth labs in Joplin, but spell trouble for neighboring communities if meth makers seek out new sources.

But, a statewide proposal could offer up a solution. A bill that would require prescriptions for pharmacists to sell cold remedies like Sudafed was introduced Wednesday in the Missouri House.

The bill was introduced with 64 co-sponsors, which is significant because it takes 82 votes to move a bill to the Senate. So far, 28 cities and counties have adopted restrictions.

The Globe’s editorial board has previously stated that the statewide legislation wouldn’t be effective in Southwest Missouri because of our proximity to Oklahoma and Kansas. We have changed that opinion after learning that a number of law enforcement officials in neighboring states would support the same efforts there. In fact, some believe the threat of meth is so great on society, they wish the drug would be banned altogether.

We would encourage our readers in all three states to contact their legislators about the prescription-only pseudoephedrine proposal.

In 2010, there were 1,960 meth labs seized in the state. Almost 250 of those were in our area. Two stores in Joplin are ranked at the top in the state in sales of pseudoephedrine medicines, and a store in Neosho ranks fourth.

We encourage Joplin city leaders to pass the municipal ordinance, but ultimately statewide law will make the biggest difference.

Anti-Meth Legislation 

WASHINGTON MISSOURIAN   Posted: Saturday, February 26, 2011 6:21 am | Updated: 1:22 pm, Fri Feb 25, 2011. 
While Franklin County has been a meth lab hotbed for many years, officials here have been among the most aggressive, tireless fighters in the war on meth in Missouri.

In the late 1990s, when the meth plague began taking off, the Franklin County sheriff’s office, in partnership with The Missourian, established CHEM — Companies Helping to Eliminate Meth — to get local businesses involved in identifying and reporting people who purchased ingredients and other components used in meth labs.

The CHEM program was highly successful in catching a number of suspects and was adopted by other agencies throughout Missouri and even other states.

That was just a start.

A few years later, Franklin County, with cooperation and financial support from almost all municipalities in the county, formed the Franklin County Narcotics Enforcement Unit. Over the years, the task force has busted numerous meth labs that led to the prosecution of hundreds of suspects at both the state and federal levels. The task force has earned a strong reputation throughout Missouri as an exemplary investigative unit and has assisted other law enforcement agencies in investigating other crimes as well.

The big reason that Franklin County has such a high number of meth lab busts is because the task force does such an outstanding job ferreting them out. The unit, working with the sheriff’s office and other police agencies, has developed an extensive network of information and knack for tracking down meth labs and offenders.

The task force also was instrumental in establishing Foundations for Franklin County Inc., its sister organization which focuses on the education, treatment and rehabilitation side of the drug problem.

Over the past year, at the urging  of Detective Sgt. Jason Grellner, task force commander, almost all of the cities in Franklin County passed local ordinances requiring a prescription to purchase pseudoephedrine, the vital ingredient needed to make meth.

Now, state Rep. Dave Schatz of Sullivan has stepped up to sponsor a bill that would expand the prescription law throughout Missouri. After the states of Oregon and Mississippi passed prescription laws, the number of meth labs in those states dropped sharply. 

Schatz, who admits he previously opposed a prescription law, is optimistic that his bill will get strong bipartisan support. He filed the Meth Lab Elimination Act Wednesday.

We hope he’s right and that other lawmakers do the right thing and finally pass a law that will go a long way in ending Missouri’s dubious honor of being the No. 1 meth lab state in the nation.

Charter schools should focus on fixing themselves first

By the Editorial Board St. Louis Post-Dispatch 

Charter schools were front and center in Missouri’s House of Representatives last week. House Bill 473 — an ambitious proposal introduced by Rep. Tishaura Jones, D-St. Louis, and co-sponsored by House Speaker Steven Tilley, R-Perryville and Minority Floor Leader Mike Talboy, D-Kansas City — was heard by the House Elementary and Secondary Education Committee on Wednesday.

The bill would permit charter schools in any school district in the state. Currently, they can be organized only in Kansas City and St. Louis.

The bill would create a new bureaucracy, the Missouri Charter Public School Commission, to serve as a statewide charter school sponsor. It also would empower the mayor of St. Louis and non-profit corporations to sponsor new charters.

Cheri Shannon, executive director of the Missouri Charter Public Schools Association, summed up the bill’s ultimate purpose by saying children “should not be condemned to a failing school.”

Ms. Jones said that expanding charter schools is non-negotiable. Students who attend schools in the growing number of districts with accreditation problems “need options,” she said.

These are worthy sentiments. Many children attending public schools in Missouri need better options. But it is not clear that charter schools are the answer.

The Ewing Marion Kauffman Foundation of Kansas City provided funding to the National Alliance for Public Charter Schools for a study of the status of charter schools in Missouri. The idea was to determine how such schools can better “deliver on their promise.”

The study concluded that “there are too few charter schools in Kansas City and St. Louis that outperform the sluggish pace set by the surrounding districts, and far too many that lag behind.” That’s an understatement.

For example, in 2010 only 26.9 percent of the 25,000 students in St. Louis Public Schools scored proficient in math. Of the 10,000 students enrolled in city charter schools, 4,100 were in schools that did far worse in math, according to the study. Three of the schools had math proficiency scores of less than 10 percent. They compared even less favorably in communications arts proficiency.

And the study didn’t even consider two St. Louis charters schools that closed their doors in 2010 — schools that enrolled another 1,300 students. These schools didn’t just fail. They collapsed after stubbornly holding on after years of mismanagement.

Some St. Louis charter schools did marginally better than their St. Louis Public School peers. But only two — with a combined enrollment of slightly more than 300 students — had more than 63.3 percent of their students scoring proficient in math. That’s the state proficiency standard for schools.

Charter school enrollment has grown sharply in St. Louis. That’s because the idea of charter schools is compelling, especially when held up next to long-failing urban districts in Missouri.

Charters aren’t stifled by dysfunctional central administrations. They can deploy teachers and staff in ways that best meet the needs of students. They are freer to experiment and innovate.

But charter schools no longer are just an idea. They have track records. And overall, their records don’t fulfill their promise.

House Bill 473 also contains law changes that would force more accountability on charters and their sponsors. It would make failing charters easier to close. These are positive steps that are long overdue.

Before the state makes it easier to open more charter schools, the existing charters must prove that they are a good educational option.

Our Opinion: Electronic shackles help rein in costs

By News Tribune
Sunday, February 27, 2011

Missouri lawmakers proposing increased use of electronic shackling are accepting the challenge to be smarter in dealing with crime.

In his State of the Judiciary address earlier this month, state Supreme Court Chief Justice Ray Price Jr. referenced prior emphasis on incarceration and said: “We were tough on crime, but we were not smart on crime.”

Legislators last week discussed a proposal to allow the increased use of electronic monitors that effectively confine — or shackle — people to their homes. Shackling would be an option only for nonviolent crimes.

Price said the cost to incarcerate an offender in a state prison is $16,400 a year.

In contrast, an offender would pay the rental cost for the electronic shackle, much like a DWI offender agrees to pay the cost to install a breathalyzer in a vehicle.

At the county level, shackling would save money both for the county and the state.

The daily cost for a prisoner in the county jail is about $70 day, with the state reimbursing about $20 of that cost.

During discussion in the House Judiciary Committee, state Rep. Jay Barnes, R-Jefferson City — a co-sponsor — observed: “Sometimes, we put people away when it might be better to keep them at home, where they can keep their job and continue to be a productive member of society.”

Although agreement from both prosecutors and defense attorneys is rare, the panel also heard positive comments about the proposal from representatives of both statewide associations.

We believe electronic shackling — like drug and DWI courts — is a cost-effective option when used judiciously.

Post office closings? Expect plenty of them

By The Sedalia Democrat
2011-02-26 22:33:31


Back in the 1940s, scores of American servicemen received “Dear John” letters, missives from their wives or girlfriends informing them that the writer was severing their relationship.
Over the past two decades, Americans have in large measure sent figurative “Dear John” messages to the U.S. Postal Service. The explosion of electronic communication and commerce options has left the Postal Service wondering, “Where is the love?” Letters have been replaced by e-mail and texting, bill paying has converted to electronic fund transfers and automated payments and magazines now post content on their websites daily or even hourly, making weekly or monthly delivery so, well, 1940s.

The U.S. Postal Service lost $8.5 billion in fiscal 2011, and that trend is only expected to get worse. The Washington Post’s Ed O’Keefe, whose Federal Eye blog tracks the federal government, posted in November: “Letter carriers delivered 170.6 billion pieces of mail in fiscal 2010, a drop of 6 billion pieces from the previous year, with a significant drop in first-class mail deliveries.”
Residents in Mora and Ionia last week felt the impact of these changes, as the Postal Service held public meetings in both communities concerning the likelihood that their post offices would close and mail service would be provided by offices in other communities.
As reported by The Democrat’s Matthew Steingraber, Debbie Wilshusen, who manages post office operations in the area, told residents that closings were under consideration, but nothing definite had been determined. But despite residents’ complaints about inconvenience and the potential loss of a community gathering point, the fact remains that the Postal Service cannot sustain multibillion-dollar losses, and cutbacks are necessary.
Add in that the Ionia post office is open only three hours on weekdays and the Mora office just two hours on weekdays, and it is hard to justify keeping the doors open when postal business can be conducted through carriers or in nearby communities.
Wilshusen told residents, “I think with any company, you have to look at what makes sense and what doesn’t.” What doesn’t make sense is for the U.S. Postal Service to continue to operate with an outdated business model that loses more money and more traffic every day. Closures and personnel cutbacks are necessary, and should be done with more decisiveness and less public hand-wringing. 
The scene that played out Thursday in Mora and Ionia will become more frequent, and residents in smaller communities here and across the nation should prepare themselves to embrace the change if they have not done so already.

Federal spending must be cut

By Todd Akin, special to the Beacon 

Posted 6:00 am, Sun., 2.27.11 

Members of the House are attempting to face up to a historic fiscal crisis exacerbated by two years of excessive federal spending.

The House passed a continuing resolution to fund government operations for the remainder of 2011. Unlike other such temporary funding measures, this one reduced federal spending by $61 billion compared to 2010 funding levels.

Some may claim that these spending reductions are draconian. I understand the street level impact of addressing our nation’s fiscal crisis, yet the results of failing to address it will be far worse. Congress must ask if it is worth borrowing forty cents in order to fund every dollar of spending we vote on. That kind of sober analysis may mean that some well-liked programs will have to find new sources of funding – if we are to bring federal spending in line with tax revenues again.

As I talk to my friends and neighbors across the Second District, it is clear that people in Missouri understand the reality many in Washington still refuse to face: unsustainable spending has put our county on a collision course with economic disaster.

Consider this, in 2011:

every discretionary dollar that the federal government spends will be borrowed.

entitlement programs and the interest on our national debt will require every dollar that the federal government brings in as revenue.

the federal deficit will be a record $1.5 trillion.

the federal government will borrow $4,800 on behalf of every citizen of the United States.

I applaud the efforts of my House colleagues to reduce spending during the rest of this year. That said, more than a mere trimming back on discretionary spending is needed. Unfortunately, we could zero out all discretionary spending, and we still wouldn’t reverse the long term budget trajectory determined by our growing entitlement programs. Our financial house is on far shakier ground than can just be accounted for by waste, fraud and abuse.

President Obama proposed his budget for FY2012 earlier this month. It includes $3.8 trillion in new spending, $1.6 trillion in new taxes and $1.6 trillion in deficit spending – without even beginning to reform entitlements. His own fiscal commission recommended immediate steps to reform entitlements – steps that the president’s budget does not include. While the president talks about investing in our children’s future, his appetite for big spending continues to threaten their future. Without entitlement reform, we face a total economic meltdown in the middle of this century.

Where does this leave us?

First, we need to determine which functions of the federal government are truly essential for our nation’s security and prosperity. The president and Congress must stop proposing more spending and nifty new programs and instead only fund programs that are truly vital to our nation. I believe maintaining a strong defense is a vital, Constitutional responsibility of the federal government, but I think many other items of our discretionary spending are optional, or unconstitutional.

Second, we must substantively reform our entitlement programs. While it is always easier to kick the can down the road, we are past the point when we can keep doing so without serious consequences. Rep. Paul Ryan, chairman of the House Budget Committee, has proposed what he calls “A Roadmap for America’s Future” that would address these issues in a responsible manner. While not everyone likes Ryan’s proposal, no one had proposed anything better. And meaningful reform inevitably involves sacrifice: America’s elected leaders must address today’s problems while improving our nation’s future.

I specifically asked for a seat on the House Budget Committee because I believe that our nation’s budget situation is unsustainable. There is no easy path forward. Instead, we must make the difficult but necessary decisions today that will give our children and grandchildren a brighter future. We need to be saving for our grandkids’ future, not giving them $4800 each of new debt every year of their lives. 

Todd Akin, a Republican, represents Missouri's 2nd Congressional District
February 27, 2011 

Guest Column, Ken Midkiff: Lawmakers ignoring will of voters 

By Ken Midkiff The Joplin Globe The Joplin Globe Sun Feb 27, 2011, 08:38 AM CST 

JOPLIN, Mo. — There are lots of restrictions that pretty much dictate that there are certain things we can’t or shouldn’t do. Violate some of these restrictions and the next thing you know, you’ll be tucked away in a nice cell and armed people will serve your meals.

Such is the case with places that breed and raise dogs. The General Assembly is now trying to modify a law passed by voters that makes it so mama dogs and their pups must be treated well.

There has been much made of this, primarily from those who want to keep on doing what they have been doing. There’s also a bit of silliness about how “today it is dogs, tomorrow it will be cows, chickens, and hogs.” This is silly because the current initiative law only applies to dogs. To treat cows, chickens and hogs in specified ways would require another petition and another vote. Such a petition and vote are not being contemplated. Those making such a silly argument are the same ones who have guilty feelings about how they treat hogs, chickens and cows locked up in concentrated animal feeding operations.

But, I digress. Just as industries can’t chain children to work benches, just as you can’t shoot your neighbor (no matter how obnoxious he or she is), just as it is illegal to drive 90 in a 35 mph zone, just as a hazardous waste incinerator can’t be located next to a preschool, just as it is illegal to dump garbage into a creek, so have residents decreed that owners of puppy mills must treat their chattel property in specified ways.

So, don’t go hollering about “private property rights.” It has been long established that society can enact laws, ordinances, regulations and decrees that some would say restrict their rights. Probably so, but then we are allegedly a civilized society, and one that has decided that certain things are not very civilized and should not be allowed. Some so-called rights are not rights at all, but are just flat-out wrong. Other rights are really privileges, and ones that call for society’s permission.

The voters’ initiative on puppy mills does not flatly prohibit such endeavors, but merely places some limits on how many animals can be contained in these facilities and how they can be treated. Some claim the limits are unreasonable, others claim the limits are not only reasonable, but also appropriate and necessary. Owning a puppy mill is not a right, but a privilege and some restrictions have been placed on that privilege.

The most damning claim by those in support of dog breeding facilities is that the restrictions will mean that some puppy mill owners will be out of business. They claim that one of the purposes of the voters’ initiative was to shut down those who don’t treat dogs in a humane manner. They’re right.

The bottom line is that if mama dogs are cold, cramped, malnourished, dehydrated and generally miserable, the facility that houses these animals should be shut down and the owner fined and penalized. Not six months from when a violation is noted, but immediately. It is of little comfort to a generally miserable creature that the problem causing misery will go away in six months or so. It would be pleasant if a state trooper would say: “You have six months to slow down, and if you don’t, you’ll get at ticket.” Dream on, it ain’t gonna happen. You speed, you pay (and maybe lose your driver license, which is issued as a privilege).

But, our General Assembly, aided and abetted by an organization devoted to speaking on behalf of the unspeakable, and lobbied by the Missouri Farm Bureau, is proposing to amend and modify a bill passed by a majority of voters. Usually, the General Assembly waits a year or two and, if the bill isn’t doing what it was supposed to do, then the bill is amended to correct errors.

In this instance, however, the General Assembly isn’t waiting to see if the bill is working. The concern apparently is that it will accomplish exactly what it is supposed to.



Ken Midkiff is the chairman of the Missouri Clean Water Campaign.
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Sunday Forum: Don't ignore vote of Missourians 
By Lew Prince   The Joplin Globe Op-Ed  Sun Feb 27, 2011, 08:34 AM CST 

JOPLIN, Mo. — The Republicans in the Missouri Legislature are trying to overturn the clearly expressed will of the people in order to give gigantic welfare checks to some of America’s biggest corporations.

Nearly 1.6 million Missourians voted to raise the minimum wage in 2006. Only 501,657 voted against the proposition. That’s a three to one margin.

To put this in perspective, in the same election, Democrat Claire McCaskill beat Republican Jim Talent by less than 49,000 votes. That means more than a million Republican-leaning voters saw the need to raise the wages of the poorest working Missourians. According to exit polls, the minimum wage proposition was favored by Democrats, Independents and Republicans; liberals, moderates and conservatives; urban, suburban and rural voters; low-income, middle- and high-income voters; and voters of all ages.

Missourians voted overwhelmingly to raise the minimum wage and protect the working poor with a cost of living adjustment. This tiny adjustment amounts to pennies an hour. The COLA gives families that are barely keeping their heads above water a fighting chance when prices rise.

Republicans are pushing legislation to undo the cost of living adjustment and prevent the minimum wage from going above the federal rate of $7.25. Why would Missouri Republicans want to hurt workers who today are making just $15,080 if they are paid for 40 hours a week, 52 weeks of the year? Why would they want to hurt the most vulnerable workers in our state?

They say it’s to help small businesses. Well, I’ve run a small business in Missouri for 32 years and I say, BUNK!

Higher minimum wages help Missouri businesses, large or small, compete with gigantic national and multinational chains.

Local businesses compete by being part of the community — from hiring our neighbors to sponsoring youth leagues — and by providing service that gigantic multinational chains with their feed-more-profits-to-headquarters policies can’t match. In order to do this I need well-trained, long-term employees. I have to pay them more to keep them. My customers know my employees and are loyal to my business because of those employees.

Large Missouri companies like Schnucks and Dierbergs, who pay decent union wages, have to compete with predators like Wal-Mart who pay the lowest wages they can get away with. Why would the Republicans in the Missouri legislature want to side with multinational retailers and gigantic restaurant chains in competition with Missouri businesses?

The minimum wage is a full dollar higher in Illinois — $8.25 instead of $7.25.

That means, for every hour worked in Illinois an extra dollar stays in the state and helps the local economy. Why do the Republicans in our legislature want to see that money end up at Wal-Mart headquarters in Bentonville, Arkansas or Wall Street or in some off-shore bank account instead of buying groceries and car repairs and paying rent here in Missouri?

What’s worse is Missouri taxpayers already subsidize these out-of-state corporate giants.

Did you know that according to the Missouri Healthnet Employer Report, in the first quarter of 2009 (the latest data available) Wal-Mart alone cost Missouri taxpayers $4.2 million in Medicaid costs. Casey’s General Store cost Missouri taxpayers $884,104, while Tyson Foods, Dollar General and Target combined for another $1.4 million? Why are Missouri taxpayers subsidizing a company like Wal-Mart, the fountain of wealth for America’s richest family?

Who knows how many of these underpaid employees qualify for food stamps and other subsidies. These are the costs we pay while large companies and their lobbyists fight against a meager few cents an hour in raises for their Missouri employees for whom those pennies add up to milk or medicine for their children. Remember these same companies pay a dollar more minimum wages per hour in Illinois and still turn huge profits there.

It’s time for all of us to write, call or e-mail our state legislators and remind them that they work for us, not multinational giants. Tell them to keep their hands off the minimum wage we voted for.

Lew Prince is managing partner of Vintage Vinyl, an independent music store with 24 employees in St. Louis. He is also a member of Business for Shared Prosperity.
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Sunday Forum: Minimum wage laws destroy jobs 

By John Payne The Joplin Globe Op-Ed   Sun Feb 27, 2011, 09:31 AM CST 

JOPLIN, Mo. — Two bills currently working their way through the Missouri General Assembly, House Bill 61 and Senate Bill 110, would tie Missouri’s minimum wage to the federal figure (both currently set at $7.25) instead of automatically increasing with inflation, which is what a law passed by Missouri voters in 2006 requires.

The bills’ critics claim that the legislature should not overturn the will of the people, but that argument misses the point. The real question is whether establishing any minimum wage at all is good policy, and the economic evidence reveals a clear answer: No.

During the debate surrounding the 2006 minimum wage law, the Show-Me Institute released a study by University of California, Irvine, economist David Neumark showing that minimum wage laws decrease employment among unskilled workers and prevent them from acquiring the skills they need to climb the socioeconomic ladder.

When the minimum wage increases, businesses respond by hiring fewer low-wage employees. The employees who keep those jobs are more likely to be teenagers from relatively affluent families than minority workers from poorer households.

In essence, a higher minimum wage destroys jobs for the most vulnerable workers in the labor market and redistributes a portion (but not all) of the lost wages to workers who frequently live in families that make more than four times the poverty level. Neumark’s thorough review of the literature demonstrated that a 10-percent increase in the minimum wage (about 70 cents, at present) caused teenage employment to drop by 1 to 2 percent and increased poverty by three quarters of a percent. It is a peculiar type of anti-poverty program that throws poor people out of work.

A 1994 study by economists David Card and Alan Kreuger purported to show an increase in employment in New Jersey’s fast-food industry after the passage of a higher minimum wage. However, Card and Kreuger relied on telephone surveys for their employment information. Subsequent studies using payroll documents from the restaurants themselves showed that employment fell after the minimum wage was increased, just as standard economic theory predicts.

Business owners generally do not employ people or give employees raises out of the goodness of their hearts — nor could they, without bankrupting their enterprises. If the government forces a business to pay workers more than the owner believes their labor is worth, those workers will soon be out of a job. Wages do not rise because of government mandates, they rise as workers acquire more skills and create more goods and services at lower costs. We can boost wages across the board with improvements like better education or greater investment in technology, but simply waving the wand of government and expecting low wages to rise magically is no solution at all.

John Payne is a research assistant at the Show-Me Institute, an independent think tank promoting free-market solutions for Missouri public policy.
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Guest Column, Joan Bray: Legislators must stand up to utilities 

By Joan Bray   The Joplin Globe Op-Ed Sun Feb 27, 2011, 08:42 AM CST 

JOPLIN, Mo. — Why should state legislators reject House Bill 124 and Senate Bill 50? Let me count the reasons.

The bills, which are identical, would repeal a fundamental consumer protection by allowing Ameren Missouri and other electric monopolies to recover from customers the cost of an “early site permit” to build a second nuclear power plant. The result of the legislation would be higher rates for families and businesses — at a time when everyone is struggling to recover from the recession.

Current law forbids a utility from charging its customers for a new plant until the plant is producing energy.

In 1976, the public put that law on the ballot through the initiative petition process. The voters passed it overwhelmingly, by a nearly 2 to 1 ratio.

The Consumers Council of Missouri opposes Ameren’s effort to change the law. We have engaged in the debate in the Capitol because:

1. The Legislature should not overturn the will of the voters.

2. Ameren ultimately wants to shift the risk for building a nuclear plant away from its stockholders to its customers. This is just the first step.

Ameren is a private corporation that has a monopoly on providing energy within its service area. It operates under state regulations that allow it a generous profit of 10.1 percent, even in this recession.

But the financial world is signaling that nuclear plants are extremely risky because of outrageous cost overruns. In discussing financing a nuclear plant through the private credit market, Tom Voss, president and CEO of Ameren Corp., told the St. Louis Post-Dispatch: “We just couldn’t do it.

The risk would be too great. We don’t think people would lend us the money. We don’t think our board of directors would approve it. And we don’t think our stockholders would think it’s prudent.”

If Ameren has decided that the numbers don’t work for its shareholders to invest in the plant, why is it OK to foist that risk upon the rest of us? Why should customers bear the burden of costs that could spiral out of control?

Ameren’s customers should pay attention to what is taking place in Florida. In December 2006, Florida Power & Light Co. introduced a plan to build a nuclear power plant that would cost $6 billion and begin operating in 2016. As of May 2010 the cost was projected at $22.5 billion and the operational start date moved back to 2021. It is hard to know if the project will ever be completed, but huge prepayment costs are being charged on customers’ bills.

3. Ameren is asking its customers to reimburse it $40 million for money it has already spent. It made the decision to spend the money for the permit with no assurance it could change the law and charge its customers for the expenditure. Contrary to proponents’ claims, HB 124 and SB 50 would not produce any jobs. Ameren would only be reimbursed for money it has already spent on the permit.

4. Ameren’s customers are already weighed down with rate increases. Within the past two years, the company has been granted $577 million in rate increases. It is now back before the Public Service Commission seeking $263 million more. That means the average residential customer has seen her annual bill increase around $200 — or 26 percent — and is facing 11 percent more if Ameren gets its way this year. Another rate increase to reimburse the company for the permit application would be just piling on.

5. The pending legislation would weaken the utility’s incentive to keep costs down. Experience shows that when investor-owned utilities are allowed to charge for power plants before completion, cost overruns are much more likely.

When utility investors must risk their own money, like any other business owners, pencils are sharpened and efficiencies are greater.

The current law was in effect when the first nuclear power plant was built. As a result, consumers were saved from having to pay approximately $400 million in cost overruns.

Missouri consumers have enjoyed relatively low energy costs in years past.

That is because our state had a well-regulated industry due to its laws and the work of the regulator, the Public Service Commission.

But that dynamic has changed in recent years through the utilities’ success in getting laws passed to diminish the PSC’s oversight and allow guaranteed rate increases through a variety of surcharges.

This session the Legislature must stand up to Ameren and its fellow utilities and, using the voice of the people, utter a resounding “no” to House Bill 124 and Senate Bill 50.

Joan Bray is chairwoman of the Consumers Council of Missouri.

Our Opinion: Governor's air travel must be transparent

By News Tribune
Friday, February 25, 2011

We applaud the Missouri House for attempting to bring transparency to the governor’s travel records and expenses.

Gov. Jay Nixon’s practice of charging travel costs to other state agencies was revealed in 2009 by the Associated Press.

We are aligned with lawmakers who criticize the practice as unfair, unjustified and lacking accountability.

In an effort to provide accountability, House members voted Wednesday without dissent to require the governor’s flight information be posted on an existing state website. Under the proposal, the data would include: date; time; destination; purpose and duration of trips; passengers accompanying the governor; and detailed travel expenses.

“One of the things we had a hard time finding transparency in is travel,” said House Budget Committee Chairman Ryan Silvey, R-Kansas City, after his panel requested the data.

Those spreadsheets were examined by members of the State Government Reporting Program of the Missouri School of Journalism, which reported:

• State agencies paid nearly $400,000 dollars to finance airplane flights for Nixon during his first two years as governor.

• Nixon took taxpayer-financed airplane trips an average of one out of every three days in 2009 and 2010.

• The last time that the governor’s own office budget is identified as paying for one of Nixon’s flights was a trip on Jan. 31, 2009.

• Although the Legislature provides the governor with funds to cover his office expenses, the information lists more than 250 flights in which other agencies were billed for trips by Nixon, his wife, top staff aides and his personal security. 

• The purpose for several of the trips is listed as “press conference” or just “meeting.”

We find it hypocritical when the governor instructs other agencies to tighten their budgets while skimming from them to protect his own coffers.

The time has come for the flying freeloader to pay his own way.

Nixon travel hits headwind

Our opinion

ST. JOSEPH NEWS PRESS

Missouri Gov. Jay Nixon apparently has no one to blame but himself for the legislature’s harsh critique of how he accounts for his travel. 

The Democratic governor or his aides made a decision in early 2009: Costs of the new governor’s state airplane travels would be spread broadly across the various state agencies. 

In the following two years, Gov. Nixon would travel outside Jefferson City nearly once every three days for a total of 260 flights and expenses of nearly $400,000. Except for the first seven flights, all of the costs were billed to one or more government agencies rather than the governor’s office itself. 

The Department of Economic Development was billed more than 100 times; every executive agency shared in the travel expenses more than 40 times. Agencies routinely were billed even when no employee for the agency was traveling with the governor. 

The governor’s aides have defended his accounting practices, suggesting this is how private business allocates costs across an organization. In other statements they argue Missouri is a large state and the trips are beneficial to all citizens and departments. They also contend former Gov. Matt Blunt often used a private plane and thus kept many of his travel records private. 

The trouble is Gov. Nixon made these decisions without seeking advice from others who might have counseled him about issues that would arise later. The last state auditor, Susan Montee, faulted the state mental health department for paying travel costs for the governor that had little to do with the agency. It turns out these expenses apparently weren’t the department’s idea. The new state auditor, Tom Schweich, likewise will be looking into the governor’s practice of billing agencies for his airplane travel. 

And this past week, the House voted a remarkable 154-0 to require the governor to post details of his travel, including costs, passengers and purposes, on the state’s accountability website. No House Democrat came to his defense. 

At a time when every part of state government is being asked to tighten its belt, the governor has spread his travel costs across these same agencies — while technically cutting his own office travel budget. The charge of poor “transparency” gains traction when taxpayers, no matter what they are told, find it difficult to follow the money.

Posted on Fri, Feb. 25, 2011 

The Star’s editorial | Capitol Watch: Imperfect unions, voters and lawmakers

A less perfect union?

Wisconsin is the shrieking tea kettle, but workplace issues are coming to a boil in the Kansas and Missouri legislatures. 

In Kansas, House Speaker Mike O’Neal is threatening to bar union lobbyists from the galleries after a ruckus broke out over a House bill that bans unions from collecting voluntary paycheck donations from members for political activity. 

The incident amounts to a provocation by the Republican majority and an overreaction from the unions. There’s no compelling reason for the Legislature to take up such a ban other than to promote the anti-union agenda of business groups. On the other hand, workers could still donate to union-sponsored political activities if the bill passed, just not as conveniently. In any case, we’re not for banning any group from the galleries.

In Missouri, the legislature is contemplating a more far-reaching step — a constitutional amendment barring contract clauses that require workers to pay union dues or an equivalent fee to cover the costs of collective bargaining.

Besides a blatant attempt to shrink membership and weaken unions, this is another case of the Missouri legislature condoning freeloading. Workers who reap the benefits of union-negotiated contracts should pay into the apparatus that makes those benefits possible. 

What do voters know?

Missouri legislators are all in favor of listening to the voters — except when they don’t like what the voters had to say.

Along with attempts to gut the humane protections in the Puppy Mill Cruelty Prevention Act, Republicans want to alter a statute passed by voters in 2006 that raised the minimum wage.

Their target is a provision that directs the minimum wage to rise or fall every year in proportion to the cost of living. In other words, legislators want to decrease the buying power of the lowest-income workers by freezing their wages. 

Voter-initiative laws, like other statutes, may need fine-tuning. But the changes being contemplated now are radical enough to break faith with the voters.

While the House bill to change the minimum wage law, sponsored by Republican Jerry Nolte of Gladstone, immediately removes the cost-of-living escalator, the Senate bill at least makes the change subject to a statewide vote. 

Hospitality failure

Another objectionable bill Nolte is sponsoring would require all driver’s license testing to be done in English.

This is an attempt to intimidate illegal immigrants. But plenty of people here legally would have trouble with an English-only test. They include students, visiting professors and people here on work visas for jobs as diverse as computer engineer to field hand. They serve a vital role in the state’s economy. 

Good hosts don’t hide the car keys from their guests.

In the air, again

Speaking of car keys, Gov. Jay Nixon of Missouri may want to use his more often.

Lawmakers are again chafing at the peripatetic governor’s habit of flying at the expense of the state departments.

An analysis by University of Missouri journalism students found that Nixon has charged almost $400,000 to state agencies, and in 2009 and 2010 he flew somewhere one out of three days.

This week, the House unanimously approved an amendment proposed by Rep. Ryan Silvey, a Kansas City Republican, to require up-to-date online information about the governor’s trips, their purpose and destination, and detailed expenses.

Nixon should have billed his travel expenses to his own office. Because he has been loath to do that, the legislature is right to insist on more transparency.

Down, not out: Census results are a shot across the region's bows

By the Editorial Board St. Louis Post-Dispatch | Posted: Friday, February 25, 2011 9:15 pm 

The new Missouri population data from the U.S. Census Bureau arrived Thursday to the sound of cheers, sighs and so-whats.

Spirits were high in St. Charles County, where the 2010 census showed the population had grown 27 percent since 2000 to 360,348. Neighboring Lincoln and Warren counties’ populations grew by 33 percent and 35 percent, respectively.

In the Metro East, only Macoupin County failed to show growth. Franklin, Jefferson and Washington counties in Missouri also grew, but at more modest rates.

But the region’s population center — St. Louis and St. Louis County — found itself in the red. St. Louis County’s population was down 1.7 percent and dipped under 1 million. The city, which. a few years ago, cited census estimates as evidence it had reversed its decades-long population dive, discovered the evidence was ephemeral. Census-to-census, the city lost another 8.3 percent of its population, which now stands at 319,294.

There’s a temptation at census time to pore over data like a baseball fan reading box scores. By that standard, fast-growing communities in the St. Louis region deserve a tip of the hat for producing a quality of life — good schools, low crime, affordable housing, civic pride — that attracts people.

But regional growth is a team game. Some players have put up good numbers, but the team’s record is anemic at best.

Dynamic population growth is sure sign a community is winning, and over the past decade the St. Louis region hardly has grown at all.

Population stagnation reflects economic inertia and worse. Even if pockets of a community appear to be prospering, a metropolitan area that does not grow inevitably declines — and everyone feels the pain.

The St. Louis region is down, but it is not out. The census data prove it and provide clues for things we can do to help ourselves grow and prosper.

Some of these things we already know. Communities with good schools keep residents and attract new ones from all over.

Even so, communities with good schools have a direct stake in the quality of schools in other communities. St. Louis Public Schools, for example, were failing throughout the census period. Over the past decade, the city’s population declined by about 30,000 people. Black children under the age of 18 appear to account for nearly half of the city’s population loss. The black population of St. Louis County, meanwhile, has risen.

There haven’t been census data released so far to permit tracking migration patterns. But it may well be that black families with children are leaving St. Louis for suburban communities with better schools — and, if so, who could blame them?

The city, with state and federal help, made a bet that investment in good housing would stabilize communities. The census data appear to confirm that.

Yes, the city lost population, but the population of St. Louis neighborhoods targeted for historic tax credits and other public housing subsidies — Downtown, Old North St. Louis, Grand Center, Peabody-Darst-Webbe and Midtown, among others — grew at St. Charles County-like rates.

The St. Louis region’s no-growth census data will become its destiny if some things don’t change dramatically. Growth is a function of economic opportunity, and, as the Post-Dispatch series “Can St. Louis Compete?” has pointed out, those challenge are daunting.

The 2010 census provides another warning. Serious, focused work must begin now if the 2020 census is to be any better.

Boeing slashes prices to rock-bottom to win tanker war. 

By the Editorial Board St. Louis Post-Dispatch | Posted: Friday, February 25, 2011 9:00 pm 

America’s military tanker war, which began at roughly the same time as the war in Afghanistan, may finally be nearing its end. On Thursday, the Pentagon announced that the Boeing Co. had beaten out the European Aeronautic, Defense & Space Co. for the right to build 179 mid-air refueling tankers.

The Pentagon did not disclose the specifics of the bids, but over the last eight years, the value of the fixed-price contract has been estimated at between $30 billion and $40 billion. A Boeing spokesman told Bloomberg News that the lower figure is about right.

The Pentagon did say that Boeing had underbid EADS by more than 1 percent, which meant that a complicated series of tie-breakers was not triggered to determine the winner.

EADS may appeal the decision, and Congress may yet step in, particularly the delegations from Alabama and other states where the European firm had promised to build the aircraft. But the bidding process seems to have been fair this time around, with Boeing apparently winning the old-fashioned way: by cutting prices.

Thus, taxpayers will get more airplane for the money than they would have at either of the previous two times the contract was awarded.

The first time, in 2002, the deal went to Boeing. But after a congressional inquiry and a corruption scandal, the deal was re-bid and awarded to EADS/Northrop Grumman in 2008. Boeing then complained that bidding had been rigged against it and Secretary of Defense Robert M. Gates agreed.

As late as Wednesday, industry observers and congressional sources had been predicting that EADS — the parent company of Airbus — would get the contract. In part, that was because EADS — thanks to European government subsidies — was believed to have the edge on price.

Boeing’s low, low prices carry big, big risk. At $30 billion, each of the new KC-46A tankers, built atop a 767 airframe, would cost $167.5 million. Boeing quotes a sticker price for a 767-300 Freighter at $2.2 million more than that, and those don’t come with sophisticated mid-air refueling booms and other military bells and whistles.

Maybe the government is getting a discount, but cost overruns would be unacceptable.

The contract keeps Boeing in the military tanker business. It keeps the 767 assembly line open for the indefinite future. It helps offset troubles in Boeing’s commercial aircraft division caused by delivery delays for the 787 Dreamliner.

The contract is good news for some 50,000 workers, strategically located for political reasons in 40 different states. The major payroll benefit goes to Everett, Wash., where the 767 aircraft are assembled, and Wichita, Kan., where they are modified into tankers.

The tanker program is headquartered at Boeing’s Defense, Space and Security unit in St. Louis. It would be nice to see some of the component production come here, too, particularly as the F-15 and F/A-18 programs wind down.

The best news about the contract award to Boeing is that the right plane won. Yes, Boeing is the home team, and yes, all of the jobs and profits (assuming there are any) will remain in the United States. But Boeing’s tanker is big enough to carry big fuel loads yet small enough to operate in more theaters of war and burn up to 24 percent less fuel than the Airbus variant.

Now Boeing has to deliver, on time and on budget.

Voters dumb chickens running willy-nilly without having heads

EDITORIAL

Jack Miles  Editor  WARRENSBURG DAILY STAR-JOURNAL

Missouri voters are an acephalous flock of twits who must be saved from their headless-chicken decisions by Jefferson City's roost-ruling lawmakers.

Bad, bad voters.

The voters' decision to pass an energy bill with "inflexible" rules threatens to peck, peck, peck at the pockets of energy producers

Poor, poor energy producers. 

Like hens, they are just trying to scratch out a living. Instead, they get stuck with the economic equivalent of bird flu.

Cock a doodle doo for lawmakers. 

They have a plucky solution for the bad egg that voters laid.

The solution is the same chicken feed state lawmakers have scattered before voters over the past two decades. Lawmakers who do not like decisions made in the voting booth first do a bit of clucking about voters not knowing the whole truth - meaning the "truth" that fits lawmakers' agendas. Lawmakers then react to their own clucking by wringing the neck of the new law and then chopping off the head. What do voters expect - politicians who listen to them?

Silly, headless chickens. See them run? Run, chickens, run.

Missouri lawmakers have demonstrated an amazing ability to scramble what they consider bad egg legislation:

• April 1982, voters rejected piggyback tractor-trailers on state highways, 463,583 to 405,471, but lawmakers allowed those fat piggies on highways anyway;

• November 1994, voters said yes in a big way to limiting campaign contributions, 1,186,113 to 418,630, but in 2006 lawmakers gave voters exactly what lawmakers wanted - the golden egg - the unfettered right of the rich to feather their nest by owning a share of Jefferson City, the best chicken coop money can buy;

• Missouri voters in 1999 said no to concealed-carry, 678,652 to 634,809, but hard-boiled lawmakers passed concealed-carry anyway; and

• Just three months ago, voters said yes to Proposition B to combat puppy mills, but lawmakers already are at work to thwart the will of the majority, that flock of feather dusters who voted "yes" only after being misled by an evil tyrant, the Humane Society.

Against a backdrop of betrayal and chicken droppings, state lawmakers this week unplugged two voter-approved regulations involving renewable energy. In November 2008, voters passed Proposition C in 113 of Missouri's 114 counties. Voters said power utilities must generate 2 percent of alternative power in the state by 2011. By saying yes, voters made a decision that runs afoul of what certain lawmakers consider best, at least in the henhouse of Missouri public policy. 

The "suggestion" by voters - history shows Missouri voters suggest, nothing more - threw fresh corn into the state's economy. The vote let companies, including Centerview's Show Me Energy, put Missourians to work in the renewable fuel industry. At the same time, the vote promised to trim health-averse carbon byproducts that come from burning coal. Also, the vote held out the possibility of reducing this nation's perverse addiction to buying foreign oil from countries hell-bent on turning America into chicken - extra crispy.

Stupid, stupid majority of voters.

They gave power companies two ways to comply with the new law: Either use renewable resources in Missouri to generate energy, or import renewable energy from elsewhere.

Sad, sad power producers.

The law seemed so inflexible that power producers faced actually having to do what voters said.

Brilliant, brilliant lawmakers. 

They threw out both voter-approved choices. They rewrote the law, meaning they tore out the guts and inserted a stuffing of utility-friendly sawdust.

Instead of following the plan passed by voters, lawmakers have decided that utilities can buy energy credits. Those credits can be purchased in other states and, like methane from chickens, might never be used in Missouri. 

Worse, Missourians can drop the idea - like an egg from the top of the new Iatan II power plant in Platte County - of building companies that put people to work in alternative energy production. What lawmakers approved amounts to a mere splatter on what voters intended.

The rest of the energy legislation approved by voters states that the percentage of renewable energy used for electricity must climb to at least 15 percent by 2021 in Missouri. Silly voters. What are the odds of that actually happening? That is something lawmakers will cluck about in coming years, before chopping the head off the remainder of the law.

In Missouri, the only wonder is why voters should waste time going to the polls at all when they know, in the end, that the yolk's on them. 
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State's obese House offers gobs of fat to cut
Jack Miles Editor  WARRENSBURG DAILY STAR-JOURNAL

The spinning budget ax wielded by Missouri House members should include their own fat necks.

The 163-member House is obese, numerically - twice as big as necessary.

Even California is more conservative, with an 80-member House; less than half Missouri's size.

Each California assembly member serves an estimated 500,000 constituents. Missouri representatives serve less than a 10th of that number.

At the opposite end of the representation spectrum is Missouri's northwest neighbor, Nebraska. Cornhuskers have no House members and only 49 state senators - less than one-third of the number in the Missouri House. With no state representative, unicameral Nebraska gets along fine. Also, Nebraska pays senators just $12,000 a year, about one-third of what Missouri's House members receive. Even so, Nebraska senators serve about the same number of people that Missouri's tubby House members serve: 35,000.

Further evidence that the Missouri House puts the "rotund" in Capital Rotunda is found in the ratio of House to Senate members. The ratio is 5-1. The ratio for most states is a slim and trim 2-1.

In the continuing aftermath of The Great Recession, the roly-poly House has wielded the budget ax in a broad arc outside the chamber - taking in teachers and other state employees and programs - but the ax has not approached the number of House members. House-backed cuts to basic services in 2010 included under-funding the Foundation Formula for public schools by about $124 million; the Department of Transportation has 400 fewer people to work on roads; local taxpayers, including in Johnson County, must pay more to care for state inmates in county jails; and in general 2,500 state jobs no longer exist.

More cuts are expected in fiscal 2012 to address a budget shortfall of from $600 million to $1 billion. An economic consequence is that more people will lose state jobs and more services will be cut.

If reducing state programs makes economic sense, and it does in the Great Recession's aftermath, then reducing the size of the flabby House should make economic sense, too. But when looking at their own inflated ranks, House members are shrinking violets who show no sense at all.

Rep. Denny Hoskins last year suggested cutting the size of the House to create a 3-1 ratio of House to Senate members. The bill, liberal compared to the 2-1 ratio of most states, deserved a toe tag stating "dead on arrival." House members merely shrugged off the idea of saving money on their staffs and salaries by trimming their own corpulent numbers. Hoskins did not push the issue, saying essentially that he presented the bill only to see what the response might be.

Taxpayers would save at least $3 million on salaries, per diem and staffs if the size of the House dropped to the average 2-1 ratio. Even with that reduction, Missouri would have 95 House members - still more than in California or in New Jersey, both of which have more residents than Missouri.

The situation leaves Missourians to face this fact: Changing the size of the Missouri House will come only when Missourians circulate petitions, put the constitutional issue on the ballot and do what their state representatives are too fat-headed to do.

Members of the pudgy House still rub their collective bellies proudly when talking about how they have cut the size of government. But anyone on the outside looking in will see the House for what it is - a pack of self-serving, tax-cut hypocrites eager to put public services, but not themselves, on a starvation diet.

Earnings tax attracts new, hollow critics

Kansas City Star Editorial 
Kansas Citians found out recently that an anonymously financed group wants to repeal the earnings tax in April.

We may not know who’s kicking in cash to the organization, known as Freedom PAC, but it does have a new website: kctaxreform.com. And that website shows the opponents won’t shy away from trying to mislead voters.

To start with, the website contains two testimonials.

One’s from Vic Hurlbert. Name sound familiar? Hurlbert was the Clay County auditor for several years — until he resigned in disgrace in early 2009 after investigations of misconduct in his office.

The other is from Woody Cozad, a veteran force in Republican politics and a longtime lobbyist in Jefferson City. Cozad, who lives in Platte City, once represented the Kansas City Police Department at the state capital. He doesn’t anymore, partly because the police didn’t think it made sense to employ someone whose goal is to kill a tax that’s desperately needed to put hundreds of cops on the street. Good call.

Cozad contends in his testimonial, “It’s time to build a tax policy for the real world of today and tomorrow and get rid of this tax left over from the sixties.”

However, Cozad and the sparse website don’t put forward any concrete ideas on how to build a new tax policy. 

It’s tempting to think that’s because the 1 percent tax is actually a pretty fair levy, especially because it’s paid by many suburbanites to help finance public safety services, cultural attractions and road improvements they enjoy when visiting or working in the city.

Failing to offer any alternatives to the e-tax is a common problem with its critics.

They want to wipe out $200 million a year in revenue without acknowledging the obvious: Doing so would require massive tax and fee increases solely on Kansas Citians, plus some reductions in services.

So which taxes should go up? Which services ought to be cut (keeping in mind that public safety gets more than half of that $200 million a year?)

Because they live in the real world, where repealing the tax would have actual consequences, city staff officials have not been so reticent to tell Kansas Citians what could happen in that case. 

Acting City Manager Troy Schulte has proposed a higher property tax and new trash collection fee. And that’s just to replace some, not all, of the revenue that could be lost in the first few years. Even higher sales and property taxes would be likely in later years if the city wanted to keep close to the same number of firefighters and police officers.

The Freedom PAC website also contains a link called “Get the facts about e-tax.” Except they’re really myths.

Detractors drag out the disingenuous argument that the e-tax revenue of $200 million “only provides 15 percent of Kansas City’s budget.” 

In reality, the city budget of $1.25 billion includes two general pots of money. 

One holds more than $700 million that can be used only for water, sewer, aviation and lots of other self-financed agencies.

The other pot includes the $500 million or so in the city’s general fund, the part that can be used for public safety and other services such as trash and recycling collection.

The earnings tax flows only into the general fund, making it a hefty 40 percent (not 15 percent) of that crucial budget for basic services.

Funny. The kctaxreform website is mum on that fact.

Missouri's senators make impressive pair

11:00 PM, Feb. 26, 2011

Columnists  David Stoeffler
In my various reporting and editing assignments over the years, I've often had the chance to sit across the table from politicians of all stripes.
They don't always impress you with their intelligence or common sense.

But when you visit with Missouri's two U.S. senators, as I had occasion to do in the past two weeks, you get the impression the country would be better off if we just let the two of them figure out the way forward.

Now, before you go all crazy on me, I'm not suggesting that it would be a smooth ride if we turned over the keys to the car to Democratic Sen. Claire McCaskill and her new Republican colleague, Sen. Roy Blunt.

I'm not sure they would totally enjoy a road trip together.

And given the climate in Washington, D.C., these days, they are unlikely to become fast friends.

Yet, if they are able to get beyond the political considerations, I'm willing to bet the combination could be a powerful one for Missouri and for the country.

McCaskill is a savvy politician, as she continues to demonstrate with her votes and various "watchdog" proposals she has championed. She knows she is in for a tough re-election bid in 2012, but the number of Republicans choosing not to run is indication enough of respect for McCaskill's campaign skills.

Meanwhile, Blunt has taken up in the Senate right where he left off after 12 years in the House.

He has earned appointments to key committees, most notably Appropriations, Rules and the Select Committee on Intelligence. These are not jobs just routinely handed to rookies.

Blunt also is among three former House members on an expanded GOP whip team, giving him a familiar role in rounding up votes in the Senate.

Blunt and McCaskill had their first legislative success working together earlier this month on an amendment that allows the Springfield-Branson National Airport to use private security screeners instead of federal agents from the Transportation Security Administration.

"He's a reasonable guy," McCaskill said of Blunt in a meeting last week with the News-Leader Editorial Board. "He and I will work together well."

McCaskill acknowledged that working together in the nation's capital is difficult these days.

"Too often in Washington, it feels like a competition," she said, and that makes compromise difficult.

Still, she would not let me be pessimistic about prospects for agreement on a budget and other issues. As someone who still has the ear of President Barack Obama, she said he is willing to compromise -- and she believes House Speaker John Boehner also wants compromise.

"The question is whether his caucus will allow him," she said.

The week ahead will be telling for this Congress and president.

Here's hoping they can put the interests of the country ahead of the political games -- and the blame game that would follow from a government shutdown.

And listening to common-sense talk from people like McCaskill and Blunt would be a good place to start.

David Stoeffler is executive editor of the Springfield News-Leader.

SPRINGFIELD NEWS-LEADER  VOICE OF THE DAY
Promise: Struggles of families put children at risk

11:00 PM, Feb. 26, 2011

The causes of homelessness, especially for families, vary. Any of the following problems can produce a cascade of others that spiral out of control.
Foreclosures: Foreclosures often push families into financial crises. The National Low Income Housing Coalition estimates that 7 million low-income households (31-50 percent of Area Median Income) are at risk of foreclosure.

Housing: While wages have declined, apartment rental rates have increased. In Missouri, low-income wages decreased 5 percent between 2008 and 2009. In no state can minimum wage earners afford fair market rate apartments at 30 percent of salaries. Most low-wage earners -- including in Greene County --pay more than 50 percent of their income for housing, leaving little for food and other essentials, according to the U.S. Census American Community Survey.

Poverty: The poor are just one paycheck away from living on the streets; a medical bill, an accident or loss of a job can make someone homeless. Poverty hits many children disproportionately. According to the U.S. Census, 63.5 percent of households headed by females with children under (age) 5 live below the poverty level.

Eroding work opportunities: Increasingly, people living in shelters are the working poor. Erosion in the purchasing power of low-wage earners puts housing out of reach for many. Loss of benefits, low wages and unstable employment all contribute to the problem. The National Center on Family Homelessness reports that in every region of the country, infant child care consumes more of a family's budget than food. Nationally, only 12 percent of eligible children receive child care support. Missouri's child care subsidies are among the lowest in the country.

Decline in public assistance: In 1996, Aid to Families with Dependent Children was replaced with Temporary Assistance to Needy Families (TANF). TANF has been able to help only a fraction of the children previously served. Single mothers are especially vulnerable.

Domestic violence: Approximately 63 percent of homeless women have experienced domestic violence as adults (Network to End Domestic Violence). Homeless children are three times as likely as middle class children to have experienced adults throwing things or hitting.

Uninsured: In 2009, 13.58 percent of the Greene County population was uninsured.

Mental illness/addictive disorders: Inadequate supportive housing and treatment services exist to prevent homelessness among those with mental and addictive disorders.

For many children, America's Promise to children of safe places, caring adults and a healthy start are unrealized. In fact, a recent study by UNICEF (The Children Left Behind: A League Table of Inequality in Child Well-Being in the World's Rich Countries) ranked the United States at the bottom of the 24 most industrialized countries in how we care for our children. We ranked 23rd in material well-being, 19th in educational well-being, 22nd in health well-being and dead last in overall equality for our children.

This UNICEF study stated, "The true measure of a nation's standing is how well it attends to its children -- their health and safety, their material security, their education and socialization and their sense of being loved, valued and included in the families and societies into which they are born."

Annie Busch and Doug Pitt were co-chairs of the Homelessness Task Force in Springfield. Busch is the current chair, and Pitt is a former member of the Mayor's Commission for Children.
MISSOURINET

Two are in, a third might make the jump as GOP takes direct aim at Sen. McCaskill (AUDIO)

by Brent Martin on February 27, 2011

Two are in. A third appears ready to jump in. More might be coming.

A dominant question on the minds of many Republicans attending Lincoln Days in Springfield this past weekend was: who would be the best candidate to unseat Democrat Claire McCaskill as United States Senator in the 2012 election?

Former State Treasurer Sarah Steelman announced early that she wants to be the Republican to take on McCaskill next year. She solicited both support and money during the Republican gathering. Steelman told the Missourinet this race will be an ideological one.

“Whether we want more government or whether we want more freedom,” Steelman said. “If you want more government, Claire McCaskill will be the one that you vote for. If you want more freedom and I’m running against her, then I’m going to be the one you’re going to vote for.”

Whether Steelman is the one running against McCaskill will likely have to be decided in a Republican primary. She announced first, but has already picked up a primary challenger.

Ed Martin is the former chief of staff for Governor Blunt. He lost his first bid for elective office last November in a close race against incumbent St. Louis-area Democratic Congressman Russ Carnahan. Martin told the Missourinet the United States Senate race boils down to a simple question.

“What’s the size and scope and cost of the federal government in relation to we the people?” Martin told us. “I just think Claire McCaskill is not answering that question. They’re growing government; it’s too expensive, too intrusive. So, I think we can do better.”

McCaskill defeated United States Senator Jim Talent in an extremely close race in 2006. McCaskill’s margin of victory over talent was less than 50,000 votes. Many speculated that we might see a rematch in 2012. Many Republicans wanted it, reasoning that Talent had the greatest name recognition of any Missouri Republican and was in the best position to win back his old seat. Talent, though, bowed out, saying he wouldn’t run.

That decision prompted former Missouri Republican Party Chairwoman Ann Wagner to consider entering the race. Wagner told the Missourinet there is a process to deciding such things and she hasn’t completed that process yet.

“You have to raise a lot of money and you have to see if you’ve got the pulse of the people and the fire in your belly to do it,” Wagner told the Missourinet in an interview at Lincoln Days.

Two members of Congress, Sam Graves from northwest Missouri and Jo Ann Emerson from southeast Missouri considered a bid, but have decided to stay put.

AUDIO: Brent Martin reports [1:10 MP3]
AUDIO: Brent Martin interviews Sarah Steelman at Lincoln Days [4 min MP3]
AUDIO: Brent Martin interviews Ed Martin at Lincoln Days [5:35 MP3]
AUDIO: Brent Martin interviews Ann Wagner at Lincoln Days [5:20 MP3] 

Billboard industry asks for looser law (AUDIO)

by Bob Priddy on February 27, 2011

Missouri’s billboard industry complains it can’t use the latest, brightest technology to grab our attention.  The industry wants the legislature to loosen up the law so it can.

The billboard industry says 95 percent of existing billboards are considered non-conforming under federal and state law, meaning most signs cannot be substantially repaired or use new technology or cutouts on a long-term basis. 

Executive Director Bill May of the Missouri Outdoor Advertising Association wants a law change saying all those signs would be considered “conforming out of standard.”   Without that change, he says, the industry cannot use digital billboards  or cannot use modern lighting on non-digital boards.

May says the limits under existing law have caused a 15-percent decrease in the number of billboards that are not on a business’s premises. 

The change May wants would mean that the billboards were okay when built but don’t comply with today’s regulations, allowing the use of modern lighting and digital technology that \could change messages in seconds, even allowing more than one advertiser per sign.

 Listen to excerpts of May’s testimony 9:24 mp3 

Kinder sure sounds like a candidate for governor at Lincoln Days (AUDIO)

by Brent Martin on February 26, 2011

He looked like a candidate. He acted like a candidate. He sure sounded like a candidate. But, Lt. Governor Peter Kinder isn’t a candidate for governor, yet.

Kinder is widely believed to be the front-runner as a Republican nominee to challenge the re-election of Democrat Jay Nixon in 2012. Kinder has given every indication that he will run against Nixon. Speculation at Lincoln Days, the annual Republican gathering being held in Springfield this weekend, runs high that Kinder will enter the race. Senator Blunt even introduced Kinder as a person who could be the state’s next governor. Kinder, though, hasn’t made any formal announcement and is unlikely to do so this weekend.

Still, Kinder launched into a harsh criticism of the current governor during a half hour speech to about 400 Republicans gathered for the opening banquet in Springfield.

Kinder characterized Nixon as a spectator, standing at the sidelines while Missouri loses jobs and struggles to emerge from the recession. Kinder contended that Nixon enjoys the perks of the job, but doesn’t care for the work of the job.

Recent news stories disclosed that the governor has billed various state departments $400,000 for travel, rather than taking it out of his own office. Kinder latched onto that during his speech, stating that the record shows that Nixon flies, on average, ever three days to various events.

“Taxpayers have paid for him and his wife to take a trip to a college basketball game in Kansas City and to watch a baseball game in St. Louis,” Kinder told the crowd. “And, get this; we even paid for him to fly around the state to announce a moratorium on travel for everyone else in state government.”

Kinder accused Nixon of being nonchalant about some job losses, recounting an interview Nixon gave to a St. Louis television station in which the governor stated that you win some and you lose some in economic development efforts.

“Well, with Governor Nixon it seems like we’ve lost a heck of lot more than we’ve won,” Kinder stated. “And, you know what folks, with a record like that, I’m going to suggest to you it’s about time we find a new manager.”

The biggest line of the night didn’t take aim at Nixon. It took aim a bit farther north. In criticizing the action by Wisconsin Democrats to leave the state to keep a bill on public employee collective bargaining from being debated, Kinder called the Democrats in that state the “cut and run caucus”. Kinder, who served as minority leader in the state senate prior to Republicans taking control of the chamber, said he never considered leaving the state rather than fighting for what he believed in.

“I’d rather die than go to Kansas,” Kinder said to thunderous applause.

AUDIO: Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder addresses Lincoln Days crowd [33 min MP3] 

Census shows population shift; redistricting committee wants public input

by Jessica Machetta on February 25, 2011

The census bureau says our two biggest cities are going in different directions. Kansas City remains Missour’s biggest city with almost 460,000 people, about 4 percent more than it had ten years ago. Kansas City officials had been hoping for more. So had St.Louis officials, who had been hoping their city’s decades-long slide was reversing. But the census numbers show the slide continues with St. Louis down to less than 320,000 people, an 8 percent decline. 

Springfield, Independence, and Columbia round out the top five. The top five are the only cities of more than 100,000 in Missouri. Four of Missouri’s top 20 cities lost people in the last decade — St. Louis, University City, Ballwin, and Raytown. 

The only county in Missouri with more than 1 million people has lost that distinction. Census figures show St. Louis county lost 17,361 people in the last decade, dropping its population to 998,954. It appears the collar counties around St.Louis City and County picked up those numbers. St. Charles County has grown by 27 percent; Lincoln County has grown by 35 percent. Jefferson County’s population gained 10 percentage points. Still, St. Louis County remains Missouri’s most populous county by far — about 325,000 more people than Jackson County has. 

Our second largest city has not been this small for 140 years. St. Louis’ numbers — below 320,000 — have not been this low since the 1870 census. 

Want to let your legislators know where you’d like to be when the new Congressional districts are drawn? House and Senate redistricting committees have scheduled several hearings between now and March 11 to hear your thoughts. Here’s the schedule:
Today — Springfield
March 1 — Blue Springs
March 2 — Mexico
March 3 — Poplar Bluff
March 4 — Clayton
March 7 — Chillicothe
March 8 — Jefferson City
March 11 — Kansas City
Additional hearings might be scheduled. The committees have to get together on a new map and get it approved by the legislature before adjournment on May 14. 

Planned Parenthood faces deep cuts, says Congress is attacking women (AUDIO / VIDEO)

by Jessica Machetta on February 25, 2011

Women’s health advocates are calling on Congress to maintain funding for Planned Parenthood. They say the federal measure to strip funding is an attack on women.

Representatives from Planned Parenthood were joined by legislators and community leaders at the Capitol to blast Congress for attempting to pull funding from the organization. 

Senator Jolie Justus of Kansas City says at least one in four of her constituents depend on Planned Parenthood for well-woman annual checkups, breast exams, pap screenings, HIV testing, contraceptives and testing and treatment for sexually transmitted diseases.

Planned Parenthood spokeswoman Michelle Trupiano says the federal funding they receive only supports women’s health and contraception — federal law prohibits taxpayer money from going to abortion services. In Missouri, an insurance ban mandates insurance companies cannot pay for them either, meaning all abortions in our state are paid for solely by the patient.

Members of the Missouri House, including Representatives Sarah Lampe, Tishaura Jones, Stacey Newman, Mary Still and others joined in speaking out against pulling any funding.

Trupiano says Planned Parenhood has already had to recover from the loss of state funds. The late Gov. Mel Carnahan had implemented funding for women’s health services but that funding was cut from the budget in 2002.

She says if Congress passes a measure to cut all funding for women’s services, Planned Parenthood will have to shut down or cut hours for more than 500 clinics nationwide. There are 17 clinics in Missouri.

The U.S. Senate will soon decide how to fund the federal government for the rest of 2011. The House of Representatives has asked that $300 million in funding be pulled from Planned Parenthood.

Congresswoman Vicky Hartzler (R-Harrisonville), represents West Central Missouri.

“Planned Parenthood isn’t about health, it’s about profit,” she told her colleagues on the House floor. “They have a record of preferring abortion over the truth. Certainly, saving $363 million from this abortion provider is a smart and is a right thing to do.”

In the Senate, Sen. Claire McCaskill, a democrat, says  “I think we need to make sure women have access to birth control and contraception so that we don’t have unwanted pregnancies…. That’s how we prevent abortions.”

Current funding for 2011 dries up March 5.

McCaskill says she understands cuts need to be made across the board, but contends that House Republicans are only stripping funds from programs that benefit the lower and middle class — only 18 percent of the entire federal budget. She is recommending that defense spending, which makes up a significantly larger chunk, be scaled back as well. 

Meanwhile, pro-life supporters continue to bash Planned Parenthood for its role in abortion services.

The American Life League, based in Washington, D.C., issued a press release that says “Planned Parenthood Sets Record for Number of Babies Killed.”

The group says Planned Parenthood committed 332,278 surgical and medical abortions in 2009, “more than in any previous year.” The league points to documentation they say also shows that Planned Parenthood “provided prenatal services to merely 7,021 women and referred 977 for adoption services. These numbers were a 25 percent drop in prenatal care clients and a whopping 59 percent decline in adoption referrals.” 

Missouri: The Meth State (AUDIO)

by Bob Priddy on February 25, 2011

Missouri defends its national leadership in meth lab seizures—a “dubious distinction” in the Highway Patrol’s terms.  Patrol Captain Tim Hull thinks one reason Missouri tops the national list every year is because Missouri law enforcement officers work harder at catching meth-makers than officers in other states do.

AUDIO: Captain Tim Hull (:26)
The Patrol says Missouri had 1,980 “incidents’ in 2010.  Tennessee finished second with 1,197.  Kentucky had the third worst record, 1,045 busts.

Jefferson County  had 228 meth lab seizures.  Franklin County had 106 and Washington County had 103.  In Southwest Missouri, Jasper County has 93 and Greene County had 79.

Tne number of meth labs seized in Missouri in 20-10 was 53 percent more than were seized  in 2007….and about 760 more than were seized in Tennessee, the second biggest meth state last year. 

Debate on farm lawsuits gets heated in House (AUDIO)

by Brent Martin on February 25, 2011

Debate about a proposal to crack down on nuisance lawsuits in rural Missouri gets heated in the House.

Rep. Chris Kelly, a Democrat from Columbia, accuses supporters of propping up huge hog farms in the guise of helping family farmers. Kelly says HB 209 will merely protect corporate farms, not family farms; a point he makes in debate with Rep. Tom Loehner, a Republican who farms near Koelztown.

“Nobody sued you, because you are in fact a family farmer. Morgan Stanley Bank owning Smithfield is different than your farm in Osage County,” Kelly tells Loehner during House floor debate.

“I understand that,” Loehner responds, “but, and you tell me this or not, according to law, it can happen.”

Loehner argues that life in rural Missouri is changing and he foresees more legal action as urban sprawl grows next to farm operations. Kelly contends that the bill is being pushed solely to protect large confined hog farms, such as Premium Standard Farms in northern Missouri. The sponsor, Rep. Casey Guernsey (R-Bethany), acknowledges that he wants to protect PSF and the jobs it creates in his district, but he insists that his bill also protects family farmers from lawsuits filed by city dwellers moving into rural Missouri.

The House approved the bill on a 109-to-53 vote and sent it to the Senate, which has approved a similar measure of its own.

AUDIO: Rep. Tom Loehner debates Rep. Chris Kelly on HB 209 [12:40 MP3] 

USA TODAY MISSOURI NEWS

MONDAY, FEBRUARY 28 -- Springfield — Police closed eastbound lanes of Interstate 44 near U.S. 65 for several hours Saturday night as crews cleaned debris from a tractor-trailer crash, including 40,000 pounds of mayonnaise. Lt. Scott Leven told The Springfield News Leader the truck driver lost control, slamming through a cable guard. He said walking on the mayo slick was like walking on ice.
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