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Panel members split over federal money

By Rudi Keller Columbia Daily Tribune 
Tuesday, March 1, 2011
JEFFERSON CITY — On Tuesday, a bill to spend $189 million on public schools showed the split among Republicans about how much of a message to send Washington over growing federal deficits.

By a 7 to 2 vote, the Senate Appropriations Committee approved the supplemental budget bill that puts most of the money aside for the coming year. The next step is the Senate floor, where opponents might try to make their point more emphatically by sending the money back.

In August, Congress approved a bill to support public school jobs across the country. Missouri received $189.7 million with the caveat that the money be spent this year. In the House, lawmakers found a way to save the money by giving it to school districts now and holding back funds already appropriated from state tax revenue.

In the committee, Sens. Jim Lembke, R-St. Louis, and Will Kraus, R-Lee’s Summit, voted against spending the money at all. Lembke said the state should reject the money on the principle of showing Washington that spending needs to be controlled.

“This is money the federal government does not have,” he said. “It should not be spending, and it should not be sending to the states. It is piling debt on top of my children and my grandchildren.”

Committee Chairman Sen. Kurt Schaefer, R-Columbia, said he wants to use the money because the state needs it and sending it back will only mean it will be given to other states to use.

“My solution is that if people don’t like what is coming out of Washington, then the message should be sent through the people we send to Washington,” Schaefer said. “I share the concerns but everything weighs in favor of passing it.” 

State to hold public hearing on redistricting Thursday in Poplar Bluff

Tuesday, March 1, 2011 ~ Updated 4:58 PM
By David Silverberg ~ Daily American Republic

POPLAR BLUFF, Mo. -- State Rep. John J. Diehl Jr., R-Town and Country, has outlined his schedule for receiving public testimony to help with redrawing Missouri's congressional districts. 

Diehl, who chairs the House Special Standing Committee on Redistricting, released the schedule for his committee's public hearings to discuss redistricting. State Rep. Todd Richardson of Poplar Bluff, a Republican, is a member of this committee. 

One of the four hearings will begin at 6 p.m. Thursday in the administrative building at Three Rivers College. The other hearings will be in Blue Springs, Mexico, and St. Louis. 

In addition to those announced hearings, the committee will have additional hearings in Jefferson City throughout the process. "Our goal is to have a fair and open process that utilizes the census data and the input we receive from the public," said Diehl. "There is no preconceived plan about how the districts will be drawn. We will look at the numbers and listen to the testimony and use that information to draw lines that ensure each Missourian is given adequate representation." 

Missouri received initial 2010 census data in December that showed the state would be reduced from nine to eight congressional districts. The complete information received Friday will be used to create the new map of Missouri's congressional districts. In the House, Diehl has already filed HB 193, which establishes the basic format for dividing Missouri into eight Congressional districts based on the 2010 census data. 

The Missouri General Assembly must draw and approve new congressional districts during the 2011 regular session to ensure proper filing in February 2012 for congressional district candidates. 

Following the 2000 census, the average population in each of the nine congressional districts was 621,690. With the 2010 census figures and the elimination of one district, the average population in each of the eight new congressional districts will jump to 748,615. 

District 8, which covers Southeast and south-central Missouri, gained 35,204 residents, or 5.7 percent, during the past 10 years and now has 656,894 people. As a result, the boundaries for District 8 will have to be expanded to add nearly 92,000 people. District 8, which includes 27 counties and part of Taney County, had the sixth highest gain among the current nine districts. 

District 7, which covers southwest Missouri, had the largest gain of 100,064 residents or 16.1 percent and now has 721,754. 

The second largest gain was 84,912, 13.7, percent in District 2, which is the suburban area west and north of St. Louis. District 2 now has 706,602 residents. 

District 6 in northwest Missouri grew to 693,974, an increase of 72,284 or 11.6 percent. This was the third largest gain. 

Placing fourth is District 9 in central and northeast Missouri. It grew to 684,101, an increase of 62,411 or 10 percent. 

The fifth largest gain was in District 4 in west-central Missouri. The population is 679,375, an increase of 57,685 or 9.3 percent. 

Districts 3 and 5 had slight gains of 12,196 and 3,561 while District 1 in St. Louis lost 34,621 residents, a reduction of 5.6 percent. 

Census data, growth encourage officials in southwest Missouri

11:00 PM, Mar. 1, 2011

Written by Cory de Vera SPRINGFIELD NEWS-LEADER 
Government officials in our region -- and across the state -- received the first round of census data last month, and they are just beginning to ponder the implications.

Could it mean more money for their areas in the form of tax revenue or grants? Might it mean changed political subdivisions?

Or maybe just good PR?

Battlefield City Administrator Rick Hess knows how rapidly his city is growing, but he's still excited to see the U.S. Census confirm it.

Over the last decade, Battlefield saw one of the highest city growth rates in the state -- more than doubling its population from 2,385 residents in 2000 to 5,590 in 2010.

"All businesses will be studying these numbers," said Hess. "I think once they see the growth rate out here, that's going to increase inquiries. That gives us a chance to pitch to them that Battlefield is a good place to come."

Businesses in Battlefield include convenience stores, a pizza restaurant and a hamburger restaurant. The major employer is probably Wilson's Creek 5-6 School (part of Springfield Public Schools), though a new Price Cutter Plus may be poised to employ more, said Hess.

"Battlefield is the third-largest city in the county. It's the city closest to Springfield, but a lot of people don't realize it," said Hess.

For Willard's out-going Mayor Jamie Schoolcraft -- whose city saw more than a 65 percent growth rate -- the milestone was to break 5,000 people. He guessed that happened sometime in the last two years, but the census confirmed it, showing a total population of 5,288.

"Once you hit that, more businesses will look at your city because you have a large enough base to support them."

Both Schoolcraft and Hess are waiting to hear from Greene County about whether their growth is going to result in any larger share of county sales taxes.

Greene County Administrator Tim Smith said his staff has been crunching the numbers, too.

Greene County collects a quarter-cent sales tax that is dedicated to law enforcement and three-eighths of a cent sales tax that is dedicated to parks.

Unlike most counties, Greene County turns a share of what's collected over to local communities -- based on that community's percentage of residents among the whole county, said Smith.

"So if you are Battlefield and you have 3 percent of the county's population, we would send you 3 percent" of the tax, said Smith. That's generally how it works with each city, except for Rogersville, a city that straddles both Greene and Webster counties. Rogersville receives a small guaranteed minimum amount, said Smith.

All cities in Greene County grew, including Springfield, which saw an increase of 7,918 residents -- to a total of 159,498.

But growth in numbers of residents isn't the only thing that determines if a community could get more or less from the law enforcement sales tax. Smith pointed out that in 2007 the tax generated $12 million for the county, but last year it only generated $10 million because of slower sales.

Another implication of the numbers: Greene County will likely look at adjusting boundaries between the county commissioners, said Smith. That means some residents will see a switch in who represents them at the county level.

Most counties in southwest Missouri also saw overall growth. One exception was Dade County, with a population of 7,883. Its loss of 40 residents represents half a percentage point.

Dade County Commissioner Bill Marshall, who is also a real estate agent, said the loss was due to the fact that, as the economy weakened, some people needed to move closer to Springfield where they work.

He expects the population to rebuild when the economy strengthens.

Marshall said his community is wondering if it might end up being switched to a different congressional district because of census numbers. After 2000, it was switched out of the 7th District and into the 4th District.

"It's not a problem, but the county does have to have a good relationship with whoever the congressman is, because of all the various grant funding that comes through them."

Missouri looks to move primary back

Missouri is one of a handful of states with presidential primaries currently slated for February.

By JUANA SUMMERS  POLITICO

| 3/1/11 10:50 PM EST Updated: 3/2/11 7:16 AM EST 

Dueling bills in Missouri's legislature both aim to move the state's presidential primary in line with party rules, but one could lessen the state's role in the nominating process.

One bill, already in motion on the state's legislature, would move Missouri's primary to March 6, bringing it in accordance with party rules that prohibit any states other than Iowa, New Hampshire, South Carolina and Nevada from voting before March. But a second bill, introduced this week by state Rep. Jay Barnes, would move Missouri's primary all the way back to June 12.

Missouri is one of a handful of states with presidential primaries currently slated for February.

Republican state Sen. Kevin Engler, who sponsored the bill to move Missouri's presidential primary to March, said holding the primary in April or later could diminish the state's influence.

"I think there's a fear that the extra four weeks would make Missouri redundant," Engler told the Associated Press. "People still want the ability to have the candidates come to Missouri, plead their case, meet people, but they want their delegates to be seated too."

Mo. Senate proposal increases ethics staff

By VIRGINIA YOUNG   St. Louis Post-Dispatch | Posted: Tuesday, March 1, 2011 5:30 pm
JEFFERSON CITY -- If you pass a tougher ethics law, you should provide the staff to enforce it.

That was the reasoning behind a decision today of the Senate Appropriations Committee, which voted to give the Missouri Ethics Commission money to hire five additional staff members.

If the proposal gains final approval, the money would pay for two investigators, two analysts and one staff attorney, at a cost pf $142,065 for the last six months of this fiscal year. The new personnel would cost $276,624 in 2012.

The commission requested the funds to enforce a new law that seeks to crack down on campaign "money laundering" by making it illegal for most political action committees to donate to other political action committees.
"If we're going to pass these ethics statutes, we need to give them some teeth," said Senate Appropriations Chairman Kurt Schaefer, R-Columbia.

Gov. Jay Nixon had proposed scaling back the commission's request to two new staffers, at a cost of $51,379 for the six-month period.

Senators noted that Nixon's position was unusual, since state law says the administration should have no role in deveopment of the ethics office's budget.

The appropriations committee's proposal now goes to the full Senate as part of a supplemental spending bill. If it is approved, a compromise will have to be worked out with the House, which approved Nixon's lower figure.

Sen. Scott Rupp, R-Wentzville, got in a dig at the House when he recalled how one House leader last year called an earlier version of the ethics bill "the most comprehensive and sweeping ethics bill in the universe."

Said Rupp: "It's only fitting that the best ethics bill in the universe should have the best appropriations bill in the universe."

Blunt joins Kinder in staying out of legislative fight over 'right to work

By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter 
Posted 2:35 pm, Tue., 3.1.11 

Perhaps reflecting Missouri's regional polarization on the "right to work" issue, U.S. Sen. Roy Blunt, R-Mo., is opting to stay out of Misouri's renewed fight over "right to work'' legislation that would bar closed-union shops.

Blunt told reporters in a conference call today that he had made a decision when he first came to Congress, in the mid-90s, to stay out of matters before the state legislature.

In this case, the question is whether Missouri should continue to allow businesses to have closed-union shops, or should ban them. (Under closed-shops, all workers pay dues if a majority vote to join a union. Under right-to-work, such a requirement would be barred.)

"I am a supporter of the states deciding which way they should go,'' Blunt said.

Also on the fence is the state's other top Republican, Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder, who repeated over the weekend during the party's Lincoln Days celebrations that he has not taken a position on right to work.

Missouri's labor unions -- whose members are concentrated in urban and suburban areas -- oppose the bill. The legislation appears to have its strongest support in rural Missouri, where the union presence is weakest.

But "right to work" could become a major issue for the 2012 contest to choose which Missourian will join Blunt in the U.S. Senate. Former state Treasurer Sarah Steelman has made the issue a major early focus for her campaign, and repeatedly touted her opposition to unions during her Lincoln Day speeches.

Her other announced rival, St. Louis lawyer Ed Martin, also declared his support for a "right to work'' measure, but told reporters over the weekend that he wasn't sure a bill would get through the legislature this session.

The two are vying to challenge U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill, D-Mo., who has indicated her opposition to the right-to-work bill.

So far, the third likely Republican candidate for the U.S. Senate -- Ann Wagner of St. Louis -- has taken no position on right to work.

Passing a right-to-work bill is a major goal of state Senate President Pro Tem Rob Mayer, but state House Speaker Steve Tilley -- a GOP candidate for lieutenant governor in 2012 -- reaffirmed today in Jefferson City what he has said for months -- that a right-to-work bill is not one of his priorities this session. That stance raises questions as to whether such a proposal will make it to the House floor, even if the Senate approves it.
House approves bill to cap state minimum wage

11:00 PM, Mar. 1, 2011

Written by Roseann Moring SPRINGFIELD NEWS-LEADER 
Jefferson City -- The Missouri House gave first-round approval Tuesday of a bill that would cap the state's minimum wage at the federal rate.
The legislation would essentially overturn a 2006 voter-approved law that lets Missouri's minimum wage rise above the federal level based on annual inflation.

Proponents contend capping the minimum wage would help small business. They also say it could be difficult for Missouri businesses to compete if the state's minimum wage is higher than those of neighboring states.

Critics defend Missouri's existing law and say legislators should not overrule a measure approved by the voters.

Sara Lampe, D-Springfield, and Lyle Rowland, R-Cedarcreek, were the only no votes from the Springfield-Branson area on a procedural step to approve the bills.

Rep. Shane Schoeller, R-Willard, said he hadn't intended to speak about the bill, but floor debate inspired him to get up and tout its merits.

He said he remembers working at a restaurant job and seeing a 10-cent increase to the minimum wage. He had already planned his purchases by the time he received his paycheck, he said.

"I'll never forget seeing the restaurant owner taking the menu that day and seeing the restaurant owner increase (the price of) every single item," he said.

He said that shows that even with an increase in wages, his buying power stayed the same. And that is the norm for minimum wage workers, he said.

He said the measure would create jobs in the state, because it would lift the burden of the wage increase.

"If we are sincere about what we want to do for this economy, we'd better be listening to the folks that own businesses in this state," he said.

Mo. House: State's minimum wage should be no higher than federal

BY REBECCA BERG    St. Louis Post-Dispatch | Posted: Tuesday, March 1, 2011 12:50 pm

JEFFERSON CITY - The House gave first-round approval today to a bill that would limit the state's minimum wage to the federal level.

Before the measure moved forward by a voice vote, debate on the bill meandered for more than two hours, with supporters of the bill highlighting its business friendly attributes and opponents emphasizing that the measure could hurt workers.

The bill's sponsor, Rep. Jerry Nolte, R-Gladstone, said the measure was a necessary fix to a 2006 ballot initiative, Proposition B.

That measure, which passed with more than 75 percent support from voters statewide, raised the state's minimum wage from $5.15 to $6.50 and tied subsequent increases and decreases to a cost of living escalator.

Currently, that escalator places the state minimum wage below the federal level; thus, by default, the minimum is set at the federal level, $7.25.

But Nolte said the system in place risks an increase in the minimum wage that could put the state at a competitive disadvantage.

"We understand the intense competition that we have with border states," Nolte said. "In that environment, we cannot afford to not be competitive."

Democrats, however, said the bill would be a disservice to the voters who supported Proposition B in 2006.

"Here we are with a piece of legislation that says, either they didn't know what they were voting on, or they were wrong in that vote," said Rep. Jason Holsman, D-Kansas City.

Rep. Tishaura Jones, D-St. Louis, opposed the bill as a single mother working two jobs to support her son. As she related her personal connection to the bill, she challenged her colleagues to consider people who have trouble making ends meet under the current system.

"There are single parents out there trying to make a dollar out of 15 cents. That's what minimum wage is," Jones said. "And we're attacking the minimum that they earn."

Even so, Republicans warned that leaving the law as is would kill jobs in the state, and ultimately hurt workers more than would lower pay.

"If you ask me to come up with a single policy to kill jobs in our state, I would say raise the minimum wage," said Rep. Jay Barnes, R-Jefferson City.

The floor debate took an interesting turn early on toward the issue of how employees receiving wages adjusted for tips and gratuities would be affected under the bill.

As approved today, the bill would also set the hourly wage for such employees at the federal level of $3.63, also the current level in the state. If employees receiving tips don't earn at least the minimum wage in tips, they are paid extra to reach that level.

But Rep. Margo McNeil, D-Florissant, said that isn't enough, and submitted an amendment to mandate that tipped employees receive the same minimum wage, excluding gratuities, as other workers - effectively doubling their earnings.

"If we're going to fix this bill, we need to fix it correctly and ensure these workers get the full minimum wage they deserve," said McNeil, herself a former waitress.

Nolte was stunned by the amendment.

"Do you know anyone who's had their wages doubled recently?" he said. "This amendment would just stick a knife in the forehead of every restaurant in this state."

That amendment, as well as a handful of others submitted by Democrats looking to water down the bill, failed by a voice vote.

The bill will likely come before the House for final approval later this week.

Mo. House approves capping min. wage at fed. rate 
By CHRIS BLANK  Associated Press
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- The Missouri House on Tuesday endorsed capping the state's minimum wage at the federal rate, a move that would essentially reverse a voter-approved measure that allowed minimum pay increases based on inflation.

Supporters said the legislation would help companies compete against those in other states and improve Missouri's business climate, arguing regular minimum wage increases could force employers to lay off workers and raise prices for their goods.

"We cannot sustain unchecked, unlimited growth in the minimum wage and expect to retain and create and protect jobs in the state of Missouri," said Rep. Jeff Grisamore, R-Lee's Summit. "We have got to support this to be competitive with other states and protect jobs and protect small businesses in Missouri."

Voters in 2006 approved a ballot measure that raised Missouri's minimum wage and allowed it to rise above the federal level based on annual inflationary adjustments. The measure passed with 76 percent of the vote. House Democrats said Tuesday that state lawmakers were wrong to overrule the initiative.

"What part of 'The people have spoken,' don't you guys understand?" said Rep. Jake Zimmerman, D-Olivette.

House Majority Leader Tim Jones, R-Eureka, said the minimum wage ballot measure now is a law and that the Legislature has a duty to review all of Missouri's statutes and determine where changes are needed.

The House legislation would limit the state's minimum wage to the federal minimum wage. It would require Missouri workers who earn tips - such as waiters and waitresses - to be paid $3.63 per hour. The measure needs another vote before moving to the state Senate.

Currently, Missouri's minimum wage is $7.25 per hour, which is the same as the federal minimum wage. Missouri employees who earn tips - such as restaurant waiters - must be paid $3.625 by their employers, however businesses must make up the difference if workers do not earn enough from tips to hit the $7.25 minimum wage.

Federal law requires tipped employees to be paid at least $2.13 by their employers if workers earn enough money through tips to hit the minimum wage.

Critics of the bill defended the minimum wage, saying increases could boost the state's economy by increasing how much money workers would have available to spend.

Several business owners previously urged state lawmakers to change the minimum wage law, contending it could help employers get through the economic downturn. The measure was among six priorities identified by a coalition of business groups for the legislative session.

"As the minimum wage increases, the ability of employers to continue to employ workers is damaged, particularly affecting entry-level workers," said Dan Mehan, the president of the Missouri Chamber of Commerce and Industry. ""Missouri employers want the opportunity to reinvest these funds into their business in order to expand their work force thereby reducing unemployment in the state."

---

Minimum wage is HB61.

---

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

Missouri lawmakers try to cap minimum wage

By JASON NOBLE
The Star’s Jefferson City correspondent 

JEFFERSON CITY | The Missouri General Assembly on Tuesday took steps that could cap minimum-wage levels and reject extended benefits for the unemployed.

The House gave preliminary approval to a measure preventing the state’s minimum wage from exceeding the federal minimum. Currently, the state minimum wage is tied to the cost of living, so that it increases along with rising consumer prices. 

That “escalator” feature was approved by Missouri voters in 2006, when the minimum wage was increased from $5.15 to $6.50 an hour. Because of inflation, the wage now stands at $7.25 — which also is the current federal minimum.

The new minimum wage and escalator provisions were approved by 76 percent of voters.

The effort to halt such minimum wage increases, however, is among the top priorities this year for business groups in the state. They argue higher minimum wages distort the labor market, cut into profits and increase unemployment.

Those points were echoed on the House floor by the bill’s sponsor, Rep. Jerry Nolte, a Gladstone Republican, and numerous other party members in a largely partisan debate that went on for more than two hours.

“The minimum wage reduces employment for less skilled workers, and especially minorities,” said Rep. Jay Barnes, a Jefferson City Republican. “A higher minimum wage actually reduces the earnings of low-skilled workers.”

Democrats argued the measure attempts to achieve economic growth by taking from the poorest Missourians and effectively diminish the spending power of people who put nearly all their money into the economy. 

“You cannot reduce the purchasing power of people and believe we will have a thriving economy,” said Rep. Karla May, a St. Louis Democrat. “It’s absurd.”

The measure must be approved once more in the House before moving on to the Senate for further consideration.

In the Senate, meanwhile, lawmakers held a lengthy debate but took no action on an extension of unemployment benefits.

The measure would secure additional federal funds to allow Missouri to continue providing unemployment aid to job-seekers for up to 99 weeks. Similar extensions have been approved the last two years. 

The bill sailed easily through the House a month ago but on Tuesday ran into a filibuster from Sen. Jim Lembke, a St. Louis County Republican.

Lembke, known for his fiscal conservatism, criticized federal government spending and said Missouri should not accept money from Washington while the government remains in debt. He also said unemployed job seekers should not continue to receive government aid. 

“Ninety-nine weeks is too long,” Lembke argued. “People need to get off their backsides and get a job. Maybe they’ll have to get two jobs or three jobs to make ends meet, but they need to quit stealing from their neighbors.”

The bill’s handler, Sen. David Pearce, a Warrensburg Republican, said he was hopeful the measure could be passed today.

The measure would have to be passed and signed into law by Gov. Jay Nixon by Thursday for Missouri to ensure recipients receive such aid without interruption.

MO House Backs Funeral Protest Bill, Minimum Wage Cap

 (Jefferson City, MO) -- The Missouri House Tuesday gave first-round approval to legislation aimed at keeping protesters away from military funerals.

Legislation sponsored by Ward Franz, R-West Plains, seeks to keep protesters, like those from Westboro Baptist Church in Topeka, Kan., a certain distance away from cemeteries, mausoleums, churches and funeral homes a certain amount of time before and after a funeral service.

An earlier Missouri law passed by the legislature in 2006 was struck down last August by a Missouri judge. Franz's bill originally stated the protesters could get no closer than 300 feet less than one hour before and two hours after a military funeral.

This year's effort mirrored language that has been upheld in Nebraska. But Rep. Linda Black, D-Bonne Terre, amended the bill to read 500 feet despite Franz's objecton. He that similar language had already been struck down by courts in several states.

Still, House members approved Black's amendment, then gave it first-round approval on a voice vote.

The Missouri House Tuesday also gave first-round approval to legislation that places a cap on the state's minimum wage. 

The bill, sponsored by Rep. Jerry Nolte, R-Gladstone, does away with the cost of living increase escalator in the current state minimum wage law. 

That statute was approved by 76 percent of voters in a statewide ballot issue in 2006. Nolte's bill caps the state minimum wage at no more than the federal minimum wage, which is currently $7.25 per hour. Supporters say without the cap, the wage could rise too high and drive business out of the state. 

Opponents say Nolte's bill goes against the will of the people who voted in large numbers in 2006. They point out 18 states have minimum wages higher than the national wage, including neighboring Illinois. 

The bill passed a preliminary vote on the House floor of 96-61 with eight Republican legislators voting against the measure.


(Dick Aldrich, Missouri News Horizon) 

Wehrenberg among theater chains fined for child labor violations 

BY LISA BROWN • St. Louis Post-Dispatch | Posted: Wednesday, March 2, 2011 12:00 am 

Violations of federal child labor laws led the U.S. Labor Department to levy fines against three national theater chains, including Des Peres-based Wehrenberg Theatres.

Tearing ticket stubs and selling popcorn is a rite of passage of many teenagers, but some minors were found operating trash compactors, loading paper balers and handling other hazardous tasks in violation of the federal Fair Labor Standards Act.

The violations involved 160 minors at 27 theaters owned by Wehrenberg; Marcus Theatre Group, based in Milwaukee; and Regal Cinema, based in Knoxville, Tenn., between 2007 and 2009. The theaters are located in nine states.

Movie theaters are under close scrutiny because there are so many teenagers that work in the industry, said Scott Allen, a Labor Department spokesman.

All three chains were fined for minors improperly operating trash compactors, which can pose serious safety risks, Allen said.

"We feel that it's a systemic problem in the industry."

The fines echo a similar case two years ago involving another local company. In May 2009, Overland-based Build-A-Bear Workshop Inc. was fined $25,600 for allowing minors to operate trash compactors and freight elevators at its stores.

Wehrenberg Theatres was fined $25,080 for minors loading and operating trash compactors at four of its 15 theatres, including its Mid River 14 Cine in St. Peters, and for allowing minors to operate motor vehicles during working hours.

Wehrenberg Theatre spokeswoman Kelly Hoskins said the 105-year-old chain has never been cited for child labor laws before. The violations involved 17 employees out of its work force of 1,200, she said.

"We've been working for several months to rectify any issues that they have seen," Hoskins said.

Wehrenberg Theatres have signs telling minors they aren't allowed to load trash compactors, but some employees ignored the signs, Hoskins said.

Managers and employees have received new training prompted by the investigation, she said.

Regal Cinemas was fined $158,400 for minors' use of trash compactors. The chain has 537 theaters in 37 states, including the Regal St. Louis Mills Stadium 18 at the St. Louis Mills mall in Hazelwood. Regal's violations did not occur at Hazelwood.

Marcus Theatres, which was fined $93,995, has 55 theatres in seven states, although none here.

Fight among Republicans delays unemployment compensation extension

By TONY MESSENGER  St. Louis Post-Dispatch | Posted: Tuesday, March 1, 2011 1:40 pm

JEFFERSON CITY -- The Republican super majority in the Missouri Senate ran into its first public kerfuffle today as a group of conservatives led by Sen. Jim Lembke, R-Lemay, blocked a bill that would extend unemployment benefits in Missouri.

The bill would authorize the state to spend $81 million in federal funds already approved by Congress. It's similar to unemployment extensions approved by the Legislature each of the past two years. But Lembke and two new Republicans in the Senate indicated they were drawing a line in the sand against spending federal dollars.

"We're all guilty," Lembke said, talking about how Republicans had voted in the past to spend federal dollars. "Does that mean we shouldn't take a stand at some point?"

Lembke was joined in the mini-filibuster by Sen. Brian Nieves, R-Washington, and Sen. Rob Schaaf, R-St. Joseph.

The delay tactic seemed to get under the skin of the president pro tem of the Senate, Sen. Rob Mayer, R-Dexter. Mayer told Lembke during debate that saying no to the federal funds didn't actually save taxpayers any money.

"Where would that $81 million go?" Mayer asked.

"China," Nieves answered.

That's not true, Mayer said. He said the money would be distributed to other states.

The dispute offered a look into the difficulty the Republicans will have in a caucus that is so large in the Senate. Mayer won his leadership dispute because of a disagreement between senators will different alliances, and those differences could create more problems for Republicans in the Senate than the Democrats will.

During a debate with Lembke, Mayer proceeded to get a little dig in at Lembke's expense. He asked his fellow Republican where he stood on "right-to-work" legislation, the current darling of the national GOP in part because of the ongoing dispute over public unions in Wisconsin.

Lembke, who represents an area of St. Louis County with many union workers, told Mayer he was opposed to right-to-work legislation.

The bill was laid over and will likely be brought up for debate later this week, possibly this afternoon.

Senate Filibuster Temporarily Delay's Unemployment Extension

 (Jefferson City, MO) -- A Republican filibuster of a Republican sponsored bill in the Senate Tuesday delayed passage of a bill that would extend federal unemployment benefits for workers who've been out of work up to 99 weeks.

Sen. Jim Lembke, R-St. Charles, said that Missouri should send a message about fiscal responsibility to the federal government by rejecting an $81 million extension, and led an hour and a half long filibuster of the bill along with Sen. Rob Schaaf, R-St. Joseph, and Sen. Brian Nieves, R-St. Louis. 

But Senate President Pro Tem, Rob Mayer, R-Dexter, challenged the Lembke's position. 

Although Mayer agreed federal spending was out of hand, he said this was the wrong bill to take a stand on and that many Missourian's unable to find work could legitimately use the funds and that unused money would simply be redistributed to other states. 

The unemployment benefit extension bill has already passed the House of Representatives and is expected to easily pass the Senate when it comes up for a vote, likely this week.


(Tim Sampson, Missouri News Horizon) 

Representatives launch criticism at Housing Development Commission

BY REBECCA BERG   St. Louis Post-Dispatch | Posted: Tuesday, March 1, 2011 12:33 pm

JEFFERSON CITY - Two weeks after the Missouri Housing Development Commission blocked the Senate appropriations chairman from speaking at a meeting, members of the House Budget Committee expressed its displeasure with the commission's actions.

When the Housing Development Commission gave its annual approval earlier this month to state tax credits supporting specific housing projects, members of the commission voted to block input from Sen. Kurt Schaefer, R-Columbia, chairman of the Appropriations Committee.

At the time, Schaefer reacted harshly to the decision.

"We're starting to see an absolute disregard for statute and the Legislature," Schaefer said in an interview after the meeting. "The board has become nothing more than a mouthpiece in carrying out what one person on the board wants."

Today, House members of both parties defended Schaefer and launched pointed criticism at the commission.

During a presentation to the budget committee, Sen.-elect Kiki Curls, D-Kansas City, interrupted talk of appropriations to note that the commission had stepped out of line. House Budget Chairman Rep. Ryan Silvey, R-Kansas City, agreed.

"It was completely inappropriate of them, and they need to be dealt with in some manner," Silvey said.

Rep. Chris Kelly, D-Columbia, had one suggestion for exactly how to do that: He said he plans to deal with the issue by submitting a budget amendment to make the commission subject to the appropriations process.

The commission, which is made up of members appointed by Gov. Jay Nixon, received criticism at the same controversial meeting earlier this month from Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder. There, he accused the commission of making changes to tax credit programs before the Legislature had addressed the issue.

When Kinder asked that Schaefer be allowed to address the commission, the commission balked, sparking controversy and criticism from both sides of the aisle.

Dixon wants sunset requirement on laws

11:00 PM, Mar. 1, 2011

Written by Roseann Moring SPRINGFIELD NEWS-LEADER 
Jefferson City -- Sen. Bob Dixon, R-Springfield, wants to require that new state regulations expire after six years.
An automatic expiration date would give the public more say in state regulations, Dixon said. He believes a sunset requirement ultimately could save businesses money.

He has filed a bill that would force state agencies to renew every piece of regulation. That would include an open period for public comment.

State agencies develop administrative rules for many of the laws the legislature enacts. Before the rules take effect, the public is allowed to comment on them and a legislative committee can review them.

Dixon has proposed requiring that an expiring administrative rule go through that process once again if it is to be renewed.

He said there are 10,118 pages of regulations in Missouri now. His goal is to provide regulatory certainty to businesses, he said.

Dixon got the idea from U.S. Sen. Mark Warner, D-Va., who has proposed something similar on the federal level.

Dixon said he found several state regulations that date back to the 1940s, including one that bans spitting on the wall of a public building.

"Do we really need to have that stuff out there?" he said.

He believes the cost of unnecessary regulations to businesses is higher.

Rep. Jason Smith, R-Salem, has filed similar legislation in the House.

-- The Associated Press contributed to this report
Legislator's Comments Fall On Both Sides Of Red Light Cameras Issue

By Chris Hayes FOX2now.com 

5:19 p.m. CST, February 28, 2011
ST. LOUIS, MO (KTVI - FOX2now.com) — A legislator known for his fight against red light cameras says he may support legislation that falls on either side of the issue. As FOX2 reported Friday, Missouri State Senator, Jim Lembke, is fighting his own red light camera ticket.  He was found guilty for this violation, rolling a right on red.

In a news conference today, Senator Lembke and a Tea Party representative alleged that the private contractors are extorting the public. Then, the Senator said the cameras don't keep dangerous drivers off the road because offenders aren't assessed points. He added, if it is about safety, then drivers should be penalized.

A reporter asked why he appeared to be advocating both sides of the red light camera issue.

Sen. Lembke said, “Most of the times, you don't get the whole loaf of bread, alright.  I've introduced a bill for the last several years to ban red light cameras, right.  So that's the bill I have out there right now.  As I debate and discuss this with my colleagues I'm going to have to take their temperature to see where they are.”

Lembke is appealing his guilty verdict for his red light camera ticket. He said he withheld his court appearance from the public so it wouldn't distract. 
Sen. Jim Lembke still in court over red-light ticket

BY DEB PETERSON • St. Louis Post-Dispatch | Posted: Tuesday, March 1, 2011 4:39 pm

STOP AND GO: Sen. Jim Lembke told listeners to a talk radio show on KTRS (550 AM) radio on Friday that his research showed that every person in Missouri who had challenged a red-light ticket in court had gotten his or her ticket dismissed.

"To the man, every one of them that got to court got dismissed," Lembke said to show host McGraw Milhaven.

Seems the senator spoke too soon. About an hour later, he lost his own case in St. Louis Municipal Court.

Lembke, R-Lemay, contested a ticket he got for rolling through a right on red on Jan. 9, 2010. He said he owns four cars and that he was not driving the car in question at the time it was caught on camera.

He declined to say who was driving the car but Jamey Murphy, a spokesman for his office, said today that Lembke has children. Murphy said Lembke has paid $70 to appeal the ticket to the Missouri Circuit Court.

St. Louis police group hires former legislator to help in City Hall talks

By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter 

Posted 1:41 am, Wed., 3.2.11 

Former state Rep. Jeff Roorda, one of the Jefferson County Democrats who lost last fall, has a new job with the St. Louis Police Officers Association.

His hiring may be tied to the group's fight with City Hall over the latter's push to end state control of the city's police department. The association announced Tuesday that Roorda has been hired as its business manager, a newly created position. He is to start work March 14.

In the House, Roorda, D-Barnhart, was minority whip during his last term, 2009-2011; he lost his seat last November to Republican Paul Wieland.

Just a few weeks ago, Roorda -- an ally of Gov. Jay Nixon -- had been hired to a state job as a Special Assistant to the Director of Public Safety. Roorda is leaving to take his new job with the police group.

Roorda earlier had been in law enforcement for 17 years. He was the Kimmswick police chief prior to his election to the state House. He earlier had been with the Arnold and St. Louis police departments.

The 1,000-member St. Louis Police Officers Association and vice-president/legislative director Joe Steiger indicated that Roorda's hiring was aimed at bolstering the group's representation in its dealings with City Hall and Mayor Francis Slay -- who has been leading an effort to persuade the General Assembly and Nixon to end state control of the police department.

"Jeff understands the plight of cops and other public employees," Steiger said in a statement. "He’s shown the ability to fight for us and the willingness to bring parties together to avoid disputes between management and public employee unions. In the wake of the 2007 Supreme Court decision granting collective bargaining rights to police officers, it makes sense for our organization to have someone with Jeff’s abilities to represent us...."

Roorda offered equally assertive comments: "I’m honored for the chance to serve the men and women of the St. Louis Metropolitan Police Department. For too long, they’ve been treated like second-class citizens. The Supreme Court said that we are entitled to the same rights that every other citizen of this state enjoys and I’ll not rest until our members are treated with the fairness and equity that the law requires. These men and women place their lives on the line everyday for the people of St. Louis and they deserve fair treatment. The citizens of St. Louis appreciate the job they do and the City’s elected officials should do the same."

Continued Roorda: " I’ve got a good relationship with the city’s delegation in the Missouri Legislature and a good relationship with most of the elected officeholders at City Hall. I plan to reach out to the city officeholders on behalf of the rank-and-file of the police department in the hopes of ending the long-standing attempts to undermine city police officers’ rights through legislative maneuvering in order to move toward a scenario where the association and city government can have meaningful, good-faith, face-to-face interactions to resolve their differences."

Senator Pushes New Rules For Prescription Switching

 (Jefferson City, MO) -- It's a common practice in the medical industry that one senator is looking to more thoroughly regulate.

Sen. Kurt Schaefer, R-Columbia, has proposed a law that would bring more transparency on the practice of prescription switching, when an insurance company or pharmacy benefit manager changes the medication prescribed by a doctor to a similar, generic version. 

Among other provisions, the bill would require companies to explain to the prescribing practitioner any financial incentives that may be behind the company's decision and communicate any clinical effects that a proposed substitute medication could have to the patient as well as their rights regarding the switch.

The bill would also hold such companies liable for any mishaps related to the substitute drug, with Schaefer arguing they should be held to the same level of accountability as prescribing doctors and pharmacists. 

But critics argue the bill would hamper low-cost prescription benefit managers, who rely heavily on the practice of switching to generic brands to keep costs down. 


(Tim Sampson, Missouri News Horizon) 

House bill looks to add to list of banned synthetic drugs

BY REBECCA BERG    St. Louis Post-Dispatch | Posted: Tuesday, March 1, 2011 3:28 pm

JEFFERSON CITY - For the second year in a row, the state House is considering adding to the list of banned synthetic drugs, while making possession of the substances a felony.

Last year, the Legislature voted to ban K2, or synthetic marijuana, in Missouri. Gov. Jay Nixon signed the measure into law over the summer. But now, some legislators and law enforcement officials say the K2 ban stopped short.

A bill heard today by the House General Laws Committee seeks to bring statute closer to what some legislators see as the current realities of drug use in Missouri. The bill, sponsored by Rep. Ward Franz, R-West Plains, would ban a myriad of synthetic substances, including synthetic hallucinogenic drugs commonly referred to as "bath salts," while expanding the ban on synthetic marijuana to include substances similar to K2.

At the committee meeting today, William Marbaker, director of the Missouri State Highway Patrol crime laboratory division, said law enforcement has struggled to keep up as new, legal synthetic drugs have been developed and usage has increased.

"We need to future-proof this issue against new products coming out on the market," Marbaker said. "Otherwise, we're just playing whack-a-mole."

But Dan Viets, a Columbia-based attorney, expressed concern that the legislation, which would make it a felony to possess any of 13 types of synthetic drugs, would send more non-violent offenders to the state's prisons.

"We can't afford to do that," Viets said. "That's the behavior of an addict: You can't afford to do something and you keep doing it."

One potential hiccup in the drafting of the bill, as pointed out by Rep. Mike Colona, D-St. Louis, is a provision that would ban synthetic THC - an ingredient in a FDA-approved drug, Marinol, which is used to relieve nausea among some chemotherapy patients. Potential amendments to address this issue were not discussed today.

The committee did not vote on the bill today.

Mo. lawmakers seek ban on `bath salt' drugs 
By WES DUPLANTIER  Associated Press
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- A Missouri House committee considered legislation Tuesday that would ban hallucinogenic drugs that are being marketed as "bath salts" and synthetic forms of marijuana.

Law enforcement officials told the committee that the substance being sold as bath salts is actually a drug that speeds up people's heart rate, causes them to hallucinate and can make them violent toward themselves or others.

"We need to understand that these are not bath salts," said St. Joseph police Detective Frank Till. "They are simply a drug being sold under the header of bath salts to avoid DEA and FDA approval."

Dill said that shops sell the substance - a white or light brown powder - only to people who ask for it by codenames like "sunshine." He said some stores initially deny that they sell it.

"They're afraid because they know what they're selling," he said. "They know these drugs are killing people."

He said the stores keep selling the product despite its effects because it is profitable. He said a 250-milligram package of the substance usually costs about $27 at smoke shops or convenience stores, while a much larger container of actual bath salts can be purchased at retail stores for about $4.

The legislation discussed Tuesday would make possession of the drug in most of the "bath salts," - a substance called methylenedioxypyrovalerone - a felony that carries a prison sentence of up to seven years.

The bill's sponsor, Rep. Ward Franz, R-West Plains, said the legislation would also expand the definition of marijuana in state drug laws to include not only the cannabis plant, but also synthetic forms of it. Possession of up to 35 grams of those synthetic forms would be a misdemeanor and higher amounts would be a felony.

A law passed last year banned possession of one type of synthetic marijuana, called spice cannabinoids, which are sprayed on plants and sold as incense known by the name K2.

Another form of synthetic marijuana with a different chemical formula, known as K3, went on the market soon after that law went into effect. The legislation heard Tuesday would ban possession of all forms of synthetic marijuana.

Columbia attorney Dan Viets said both parts of the bill - particularly making possession of the bath salts a felony - would increase the number of people prosecuted for drug crimes. He said that increase would result in higher costs for the state's public defender's office and prison system.

Viets challenged a cost estimate included with the bill that said the legislation would have a minimal impact on the state's finances. In the estimate, the state public defender's office did not estimate how many new cases it would see from the law or how much defending them would cost. The Department of Corrections did not say how the legislation would affect its budget. Viets said both departments would have to spend a significant amount of money to deal with an increased number of defendants.

He said the state could save money if first-time offenders were sent to drug counseling instead of incarcerated, but he also said people who repeatedly break the law might deserve longer sentences.

"I'm not opposed to that in principle," he said. "It's just that we start out with pretty harsh sentences."

---

Synthetic drugs is HB641

Online:  Legislature: http://www.moga.mo.gov 
Followup: Testimony Begins For "Bath Salt" Legislation

 (Jefferson City, MO) -- The way State Rep. Ward Franz tells it, his legislation did away with a synthetic marijuana known as K-2 last August.

"And I think it was August 28th is when the new breed of synthetic (marijuana) hit the street."

K-3 had been born, and what one law enforcement official called a giant game of "Whack-a-Mole" had begun.

"So, we're back at it again," said Franz, introducing his latest bill to outlaw certain synthetic compounds that mimic marijuana and other illegal drugs to his House General Laws Committee at the State Capitol. 

The bill names new compounds specifically and includes definitions of marijuana-like substances that Franz admits already will have to be "tweaked."

The problem comes from the nature of the compounds that make up the copy cat drugs. They are sold as incense or bath salts under a variety of names and brands in convenience stores and smoke shops in communities large and small all over the state of Missouri. And according to the director of the Missouri Highway Patrol's Crime Lab, enforcing bans on the compounds can be almost impossible.

"What's unique about these (compounds) is that the clandestine chemist can add one carbon atom to a side chain, make it a distinctly new compound, that is technically not controlled," said Bill Marbaker. And, he added, the substances that are created are every bit as potent as those they replace.

"It seems that no matter how they tweak (the compounds), they're not diminishing the pharmacological effects of these drugs," Marbaker said. "That's what usually happens in designer drugs, they keep tweaking the formulas so much, it no longer has the desired effect."

Lawmakers have a dilemma on their hands trying to write legislation that will cover all current and future synthetic drugs and stand up to court scrutiny, he added.

Beyond the K-2, or K-3, as the synthetic marijuana is now known, there's a new and potentially more dangerous copy cat drug on the market, being marketed as innocuous bath salts. The substance, which is sold under a variety of names, usually contains a chemical compound called MDPV. Detective Frank Till, a 24-year veteran of the St. Joseph Police Department, said doctors tell him the compound is a stimulant that can cause severe hallucinations, as well as elevated blood pressure and heart rate.

Till said he believes the drug is behind the suicide of a St. Joseph teenager last fall. He told committee members that he has also come across drug users suffering severe paranoia that have become extremely violent, punching holes in walls of homes and combating law enforcement officers. He said users of the "bath salts" are also burglarizing stores that sell the material to support their habit.

Till said merchants who sell the material should be held accountable.

"They know what they're selling, they know that these drugs are killing people and they don't want the negative publicity," Till said. "But the profit margin is so high from selling these that they can't help themselves."

A 250 milligam pack of "bath salts" sells for between $25 and $30. Till said his research shows retailers are making a minimum 100 percent profit.

Attorney Dan Viets of Columbia testified against the bill. He objected to the sentencing provisions of the bill for those convicted of possessing the substances listed in the bill.

"We have for the past 27 years, we have engaged in an orgy of incarceration, mainly of non-violent people," Viets said. "We have increased the prison population in this state by a factor of five, and spending on prisons has increased 12-fold.

"We can't afford to keep the all the people in prison we have there now. We shouldn't pass bills to put even more people into prison, it just doesn't make sense."

Franz's committee did not take a vote on the bill. He told committee members it will need more work before a vote can be taken.


KOLR/KSFX previous report: New Bill Targets Bath Salts and "K3"

(Dick Aldrich, Missouri News Horizon)

Tennessee Overtakes Missouri In Meth labs

Tuesday, March 01, 2011

(AP) - Data from state officials shows Tennessee has knocked Missouri out of the lead for meth lab busts and seizures for the first time since 2003. 

The Missouri State Highway Patrol says the state had 1,960 meth lab incidents in 2010. That's a 10 percent increase over the previous year. 

But Tennessee Methamphetamine Task Force director Tom Farmer said Tuesday that his state had 2,082 incidents, up 41 percent from a year ago. Meth lab incidents also jumped by nearly 300 in Indiana, to 1,395 in 2010. 

A federal Drug Enforcement Agency spokeswoman says national meth lab incident numbers won't be released until July. 

Officials in both Tennessee and Missouri say colleagues in several neighboring states also are telling them of huge jumps in meth lab incidents.

Wildwood considering law requiring prescriptions for cold tablets 

By Mary Shapiro St. Louis Post-Dispatch | Posted: Tuesday, March 1, 2011 12:30 pm

Wildwood is the latest local community looking into a possible law to regulate the sale of cold and allergy medicines containing pseudoephedrine.

The proposed law would require buyers to present a doctor's prescription for the medication, a step that proponents insist would help shut down dangerous methamphetamine production.

Proponents hope to prevent Wildwood from becoming a source of pseudoephedrine-based cold tablets for meth producers.

"In Missouri, as of the end of last year, there were nearly 20,000 meth lab incidents, and more than 99 percent of them were fueled by tablets containing pseudoephedrine," said Sgt. Jason Grellner, a member of the Franklin County Narcotics Enforcement Unit.

Grellner spoke at a public meeting Monday that was held before the Wildwood City Council meeting. About 36 people were in the council chambers.

City council members set up the hearing to gather information before the first reading of the bill on March 14.

As vice president of the Missouri Narcotics Officers Association, Grellner has been attempting to rally cities to pass prescriptions laws because efforts to pass statewide legislation have failed.

Although opponents concede the seriousness of meth production, they contend the law will punish those who are sick or have allergies.

Passing laws on a city-by-city basis, merely pushes meth producers to move to another city.

Eureka passed a law about a year ago that requires prescriptions for pseudoephedrine-based cold medicines, Eureka Police Chief Michael Wiegand said.

"We're now finding that those who used to buy pseudoephedrine in Eureka to make meth are going to Wildwood, Ellisville, Fenton and Ballwin," Wiegand said.

"We've pushed the problem out of Eureka but, unfortunately, to our neighbors," he said.

Grellner offered offered sales figures that show an increase in sales of the cold medications:

• In October 2010, 316 boxes were sold at the Wildwood Walgreens store, but 391 boxes were sold in December 2010.

• In October, 49 boxes were sold at the Wildwood Schnucks Market, but 79 were sold in December.

• In October, 72 boxes were sold at the Wildwood Dierbergs Market, but 195 were sold in December.

Eric Poynter, a pharmacy manager at the Wildwood Dierbergs Market, said the law would not stop meth producers from buying cold medicines.

A new electronic monitoring database that tracks pseudoephedrine purchases between all pharmacies may offer a more effective solution, Poyner said. He urged the city council to wait until the datebase proved its effectiveness.

Grellner said those databases have been tried in other states and were found to be ineffective.

Bud Mantle, chief medical officer with the Metro West Fire Protection District that protects much of Wildwood, supported the proposal.

"I'm also a pseudoephedrine consumer, and this new law would be less intrusive for me," he said.

March 1, 2011 

Sheriff wants restrictions of cold medicine in Jasper County to limit meth labs 

By Susan Redden   The Joplin Globe Tue Mar 01, 2011, 01:56 PM CST 

CARTHAGE, Mo. — The Jasper County Commission is reviewing a proposal from Sheriff Archie Dunn that would require a prescription for the purchase of cold medicines containing pseudoephedrine for county residents.

Dunn’s plan comes on the heels of a Joplin City Council vote on Feb. 22 that advanced a city ordinance aimed at limiting access to cold medicines containing pseudoephedrine in an attempt to reduce the number of methamphetamine labs in the city.

Following Dunn’s presentation today, commissioners said they are not certain that state law would allow for countywide regulation, but added they “strongly support” proposed state legislation that would enact  controls on pseudoephedrine, an ingredient used in the meth-making process.

A statewide measure was introduced in the House of Representatives last week, said Darieus Adams, Western District associate commissioner.

“We’ve been talking about it and we’re not sure we have the ability to do what Joplin did,” said Adams. “But a statewide bill has been filed, and we’ll push that.”

Mo state rep: the justification for my legislation is readily available via Google

Jason Noble. KC STAR PRIME BUZZ BLOG

JEFFERSON CITY | Sharia law is on the march in America. Federal courts are using international law to decide domestic cases. And it must be stopped.

Need evidence? Just Google it.

That was the message this morning from freshman Missouri state Rep. Paul Curtman, a Pacific Republican who scored an exclusive press conference with House Speaker Steven Tilley.

The subject: his new newly introduced bill to ban courts and other judicial bodies from applying international or otherwise foreign laws to Missouri cases.

Curtman called the measure “preventative maintenance” to ensure that instances of foreign law in local courts seen elsewhere aren’t repeated in Missouri.

“Right now in certain other states or whatever, there’s been some people that have concerns that have arisen just because of certain laws that a judge might’ve used that might’ve been foreign to America.”

The first question from the press: Where, specifically, has this been an issue?
His response in full:

“The Supreme Court is already using international law and foreign laws to help render some of their decisions and some of the concerns from the citizenry in Missouri and other states is just that this is going to continue to trickle down into our state courts. 

“In some of the northeastern states — there’s an issue in Michigan right now, where the same situation has arisen because foreign law is playing a role in the courts. So it’s really something we’re doing so our citizens can have confidence that we’re not going to have those problems here.”

To which a reporter followed-up: Can you cite a specific case or law they used or some specific example?
Curtman: “I don’t have the specifics with me right now but if you go to — the web address kind of escapes my mind right now. Any Google search on international law used in the state courts in the U.S. is going to turn up some cases for you.”

That Google search, if you’re interested, is here.

Tilley, the House speaker, released a statement just after 4 p.m. this afternoon clarifying the basis for the bill.

He cited a single case in New Jersey in which a family court judge apparently ruled in favor of a man who had beaten and sexually assaulted his wife. The couple were Muslims, and the judge apparently implicitly deferred to Islamic religious doctrine in his ruling.

The judgment was overruled on appeal, however, and the judge was criticized by the higher court. 

“The concept of this legislation is fairly simple,” Tilley said in the statement. “We believe that the laws of this country should trump any other laws regarding the citizens of our country within our borders.”

English Driving Exam Effort Takes Another Lap In House

 (Jefferson City, MO) -- While one bill proposing the state's driver's license exams be administered only in English is waiting to be heard on the House floor, a similar effort on Tuesday received its first hearing.

The second bill carries the same English-only requirement, but adds a $15 testing fee that increases to $30 and then $45 for people that repeatedly fail the test. Noting that "over 70 percent of people taking the test on a habitual basis fail the test," bill sponsor Chuck Gatschenberger, R-Lake St. Louis, said he hoped the test will encourage people to study harder.

Opponents to the bill criticize the effort to mandate English-only tests, noting that no evidence exists to prove non-English-speaking drivers pose any elevated safety threat.

"If this stops one person from getting on the wrong way of an interstate or highway and not having a head-on collision ..." Gatschenberger said in response to a Senate Transportation Committee question.

"Can I say empathically that this would happen? No. But what would be the value of that one life or the lives that were taken in a head-on accident?"

Still, not all were convinced of the bill's value.

"Passing English- only does not take non-English speaking people off the roads," said Rep. Joe Fallert, D- Ste. Genevieve. "Foreigners, contractors, tourists are allowed to drive under foreign licenses whether they speak one word of English."

The bill unfairly targets non-English-speaking U.S. residents and taxpayers, he added.

Missouri Immigrant and Refugee Advocates, Catholic Charities and the American Civil Liberties Union all registered opposition to the bill.

Though the Missouri Insurance Coalition takes no official position on the bill, a representative testified that MIC underwriters agreed the bill would increase the number of uninsured drivers on the roads.

The bill did find support among motorcyclists and firefighters.

"We do support the English language (proposal)," said Tony Shepard of Missouri ABATE, a motorcycle awareness and education group. "If we have folks driving in our country and they can't read the signs, and they can't read the tests, then we're their victim."

If Gatschenberger's proposed $15 fee were assessed to the 417,264 tests administered last year, it would have generated about $6.3 million. 

Gatschenberger's bill proposes to divide the fees between the Missouri Highway Patrol, DARE drug awareness programs, some local school districts for drivers' education programs, and a Fire Investigator's Fund created by the bill.

Though the language focus of the bill was not his primary interest, Fire Chief Randy Bornhop of Wentzville, Mo., underscored a critical need to supplement the operating budget of state's division of fire safety, which he said is down by $300,000 since 2009. Noting that investigators who support local arson investigations around the state are stretched too thin already, and are not always able to provide needed support or follow-up, Bornhop said the number of arson arrests and insurance costs are all affected by hampered investigation ability. 

Each investigator is now responsible for an average of a 10-county area and 100 investigations per year, he said, and he welcomed the additional financial support the bill proposed.

Another bill, focused solely on English-only testing, passed the House Transportation Committee 8-3. The Rules Committee also voted "Do Pass," which means the bill, HB167, now sits on the House calendar waiting for floor debate.

In response to concerns from the deaf and hard-of-hearing community, committee members reported Tuesday that the English-only bills would not undermine the rights guaranteed under the Americans With Disabilities Act for interpreters to assist deaf and hard-of-hearing people in the testing process.


(Rebecca Townsend, Missouri News Horizon)
House committee hears Rowland’s presidential citizenship bill

Posted on March 1, 2011 by Roseann Moring SPRINGFIELD NEWS-LEADER 
JEFFERSON CITY — Rep. Lyle Rowland, R-Cedarcreek, is one step closer to mandating that presidential candidates show Missouri’s secretary of state their proof of citizenship.
A House committee heard the bill this morning.

Rowland said he didn’t know how many times a non-citizen had been on the ballot as a presidential or vice presidential candidate.

Supporters — including former SOS candidate Mitch Hubbard and former Senate candidate Hector Maldonado — said military members shouldn’t have to serve a commander-in-chief that they question.

And one mentioned President Barack Obama and his short birth certificate.

Several outlets, such as Snopes.com, PolitiFact and FactCheck.org, have verified Obama’s citizenship.

House Bill 283: Return of the Birthers!

Jason Noble. KC STAR PRIME BUZZ BLOG

JEFFERSON CITY | Questions apparently remain about President Barack Obama‘s citizenship and eligibility for the office he’s held for the last 25 months. 

That was the clearest conclusion from this morning’s hearing on House Bill 283, which would require the Missouri Secretary of State to verify the citizenship of all presidential and vice presidential candidates appearing on the state’s ballots.

Proponents of the bill — and there were several who testified before the House Elections Committee — raised a number of points in support.

There is no mechanism at the federal level for verifying candidates’ citizenship, one said.

It’s a fairness issue for state-level candidates, who receive such scrutiny while presidential candidates apparently get a pass, said another.

To not verify citizenship is an affront the U.S. Constitution, still another attested.

And, of course, there was some talk about short- and long-form birth certificates, certificating procedures in Hawaii circa 1960 and earnest questions over whether military men should risk their lives for a commander in chief of questionable national origin.

These latter concerns were raised primarily by Mitch Hubbard, the unsuccessful 2008 Republican candidate for secretary of state. 

“Missourians need to know if a person running is eligible,” Hubbard said. “Our military needs to know if the commander in chief is eligible to lead them.”

No one spoke in opposition.

After hearing testimony, the committee took no further action on the bill.

Bridgeton abortion doctor retires, closes business

St. Louis Review  Submitted on March 01, 2011 

Jennifer Brinker

After offering abortions at his clinic in Bridgeton for more than three decades, Dr. Allen Palmer, a well-known abortion provider, is calling it quits.

Women’s Gynecology Inc., 3394 McKelvey Road, closed its doors Feb. 28, after Palmer, 71, announced his retirement.

The move makes Planned Parenthood of St. Louis, located in the Central West End, the only clinic in Missouri to provide abortion services.

Patricia Gill, a member of Holy Spirit Parish in Maryland Heights, was part of a group that prayed outside of the clinic on Friday mornings. She said what motivated her to participate in the prayer vigil was knowing there was someone “killing babies in our neighborhood.”

“We’re very happy it’s over in our neighborhood, but obviously it’s not (completely) over,” said Gill. “But everyone is very elated.”

Sam Lee of Campaign Life Missouri, a pro-life lobbyist in Missouri, called the news of Palmer’s retirement “remarkable.”

At one time, Missouri had at least 10 abortion clinics, said Lee, who has been involved in the pro-life movement for several decades. Several sources have told the Review that as of late January, the Planned Parenthood in Columbia discontinued abortion services, at least temporarily. Planned Parenthood’s website shows that all other locations in Missouri provide only abortion referrals at this time.

“While this is certainly very good news, we are still seeing a rise of women leaving the state for abortions,” said Lee. “We can’t stop at just trying to close abortion clinics. We have to get to the root of why women are having abortions.”

Beth Lauver, director of the archdiocesan Respect Life Apstolate, said the clinic's closing provides an opportunity for a "tremendous turning point in our community."

"With one less abortion provider, we need to be even more vigilant in our efforts to support women in difficult pregnancies through spiritual, practical, emotional and financial support," said Lauver. "The archdiocese's commitment to these services through so many agencies has never wavered, but this encourages us all the more to ensure that those in need are aware of the services available."

"It's also a reminder to pray and care for the thousands of women and men who have been wounded as a result of the abortions performed at this facility and the others in our community," she said.

MO Auditor Dings Cops for Missing Asset Forfeiture Reports

RIVERFRONT TIMES  By Sarah Fenske, Tue., Mar. 1 2011 @ 1:16PM 

Last month, in a story about the Camp Zoe case called "Shakedown," the RFT's Keegan Hamilton detailed the shocking process by which federal and state law enforcement authorities may legally seize cash, land or other valuables from a citizen -- even in cases in which the citizen has never been charged with a crime.

It's called asset forfeiture. And as Hamilton reported, despite efforts on the part of Missouri's elected officials to both limit the process and redirect proceeds to local school districts, law enforcement agencies have continued to employ it regularly -- and, thanks to a less-restrictive federal law, get around the Missouri reforms and take the proceeds for themselves.

Now a report from the new Missouri auditor, Tom Schweich, suggests the asset forfeiture situation here is even worse than we realized. That's because many local prosecuting attorneys have failed to submit detailed reports of their takings, as Missouri law requires.

Additionally, state law requires local law enforcement agencies to obtain independent audits of forfeiture takings and send them to the auditor, the Missouri Department of Public Safety and the state attorney general. 

Not a single audit has been submitted, Schweich writes.

The implications are troubling. As Schweich reports, 

Without the required reports, it is impossible to accurately value the property seized within Missouri's borders and determine what percentage of that property is being turned over to federal agencies rather than going to the benefit of Missouri schools. It is estimated, however, that tens of millions of dollars were seized within the confines of Missouri's borders in 2010, but less than $26,000 went to Missouri public schools. Another $300,000 was returned to the owner and almost $1 million remained pending at this writing.

For the record, that dire conclusion about how little money made its way to Missouri's public schools is precisely what Hamilton reported in "Shakedown."

Eapen Thampy, spokesman for the Missouri-based Americans for Forfeiture Reform, tells Daily RFT that he began pressuring the auditor's staff to look at this issue, precisely because he knew what they'd find.

"I've done a lot of Sunshine Law requests," he says, "and I knew [the reports and audits] didn't exist because I've asked for them, and they haven't been done. Every law enforcement bureaucrat at every point in the chain of command has an incentive not to get them done. Tens of millions of dollars are vanishing from Missouri -- they're going to the DEA, and not a pittance are going to Missouri schools."

Thampy adds, "Well, maybe a pittance. But only a pittance."

But Schweich's report may force prosecuting attorneys to start following the law. As his report notes, state law holds that "intentional or knowing failure to comply with any reporting requirement shall be a class A misdemeanor punishable by a fine of up to $1,000." If you're the prosecuting attorney in Benton, Carter, Gentry, Montgomery, Perry, Saline, Washington, Wayne or Webster counties, a.k.a. the guys who completely punted on filing the report in 2010, we imagine that'd get your attention.

As for the independent audits that local law enforcement agencies are supposed to be obtaining, as Schweich reports, if officials knowingly failed to comply, they too could face misdemeanor charges. 

They should have been fully aware of the requirement, Thampy says. It was a big part of the reform bill pushed through the Missouri Legislature in 2001 after a blistering audit by then-Auditor Claire McCaskill revealed the scope of the state's asset forfeiture problem. 

Thampy says the state legislature needs to start applying pressure.

"The audit will make a difference if the Legislature takes a look at this again and says we have a severe problem with agency malfeasance, and if the governor has the willingness to address this issue," he says. "But the law is clear, and law enforcement agencies are willfully and continuously abusing it, and continuing not to be in compliance." 

Mo. official warns consumers on investor seminars 
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Missouri Secretary of State Robin Carnahan is warning consumers that investment seminars being promoted in the state may be scams.

Carnahan said Tuesday her office has seen an increase in complaints about wealth enhancement seminars. She says promoters sometimes charge hundreds of dollars for the seminars but give those who attend basic investment advice that isn't worth the cost.

Carnahan also says organizers sometimes try to sell securities illegally to attendees. She advises calling the secretary of state's investor protection hot line before attending a seminar to make sure the host company is allowed to sell securities in Missouri.

The hot line number is 1-800-721-7996.

---

Online:

Secretary of state's Investor Protection Center: http://www.missourisafesavings.com/ 

$35,000 grant for elk restoration approved

Tuesday, March 1, 2011 ~ Updated 10:13 AM
The Associated Press
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- The Missouri Conservation Heritage Foundation has approved a state agency's request for $35,000 to implement an elk restoration plan. 

The Missouri Department of Conservation will use the grant to help pay for elk trapping, holding, disease testing, research, monitoring and transportation. 

The Springfield News-Leader reports that the conservation department has been working with the Kentucky Division of Fish & Wildlife Resources to trap and hold elk from eastern Kentucky. 

The agencies are testing several dozen elk that will be the core of the restored elk herd. After they are quarantined, the elk will be taken in late April or early May to a 346-square-mile zone in southeast Missouri that includes parts of Carter, Reynolds and Shannon counties. 

Posted on Tue, Mar. 01, 2011 

McCaskill blasts GSA contracting at Bannister complex

By DAVID GOLDSTEIN
The Star’s Washington correspondent 

WASHINGTON | At the start of a Senate hearing Tuesday on contracting problems at the General Services Administration’s Bannister complex, three top federal officials maintained that the agency “did nothing wrong.”

But by the time the hearing ended, they had fine-tuned their story.

“In a sense of legal culpability, no,” Robert Peck, commissioner of the GSA’s Public Building Service, said when asked the same question nearly two hours later. “Did we make mistakes? Certainly in hindsight, we made mistakes.”

In between the change in answers, the agency came under a barrage of criticism from the GSA’s own inspector general and members of a Senate panel on contracting oversight.

The subject was a decision last year by the GSA to award a three-month, $234,000 no-bid contract to a Kansas City public relations firm to help handle the intense media scrutiny over pollution problems at the Bannister site in south Kansas City. Officials said that the GSA didn’t have the in-house technical expertise to explain the problem clearly to the public.

Democratic Sen. Claire McCaskill of Missouri, who led the hearing, said that in comparison to the billions of dollars the federal government spends in other areas, the GSA contract was “frankly, small potatoes.”

But McCaskill added: “This is exactly the kind of thing that allows the public to get deep-rooted cynicism about how we spend money.”

“We need to be sure that our dollars are being spent wisely,” added Sen. Rob Portman of Ohio, the panel’s ranking Republican and a former director of the Office of Management and Budget.

The GSA shares the Bannister Federal Complex with a Department of Energy weapons plant. Contaminants have been found in the groundwater and soil from waste spills at the site over the years.

GSA Administrator Martha Johnson said the concern among federal employees about the pollution issue meant the agency had to act quickly to reassure the community.

“This was a situation where we had a lot of material to share with the public to make sure they know it’s a healthy and safe workplace,” Johnson said, defending the decision to outsource the public relations work.

Federal agencies must show an “unusual and compelling urgency” to legally limit competition in contracting. GSA Inspector General Brian Miller told the panel that the agency did not “adequately justify” its decision to eliminate other bidders and award the contract to Jane Mobley Associates Inc.

The company has worked for other federal agencies, including the Environmental Protection Agency, the Department of Homeland Security and others.

Jane Mobley was unavailable for comment Tuesday. But last fall, she told The Kansas City Star that her firm was an experienced government contractor and that it was “a little surprising” that her firm’s work might be controversial.

“We think our job is to work well with government staff, to help with the things they can’t do and not get in the way of any of the things they can do. We don’t add an extra layer,” she said at the time. 

Miller said that the GSA did not spell out exactly what it wanted from the public relations firm. He said that Mobley apparently drafted the required “statement of work,” which explains what the government expects from the contractor.

Johnson, under questioning, acknowledged that “it should not have been written by the contractor.”

In addition, Miller, whose findings were contained in an audit memorandum, said the GSA had relied on the EPA, which had recommended Mobley to the GSA, to accept the work and approve payment.

“The government has no assurance that it paid a fair price for the services it received,” Miller said.

Moreover, both Miller and the panel raised questions about why the contract, initially for one month at just under $100,000, was extended for two more.

“The cost is very high,” Jason Klumb, the newly installed GSA regional administrator at the time, wrote in an e-mail last March to Mary Ruwwe, regional commissioner for the agency’s Public Building Service.

Klumb recommended against the extension and that they “rely on the experience and expertise of GSA professionals.”

But Ruwwe rejected his advice 

“This was a sloppy, ugly mess, and bad,” McCaskill said.

The inspector general continues to investigate, but GSA officials have pledged to follow its latest recommendations.

McCaskill's panel scrutinizes Kansas City PR contract

By Robert Koenig, Beacon Washington correspondent  

Posted 4:09 pm, Tue., 3.1.11 

WASHINGTON - Criticizing a Kansas City contract as a prime example, U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill said Tuesday that federal agencies often waste taxpayer dollars by signing ill-advised and costly contracts for services like public relations.

"While PR contracts like this one [in Kansas City] may be legal, we need to be able to rely on our public officials to exercise sound judgment about when such a contract is actually necessary," said McCaskill, D-Mo., at a hearing of the Senate Subcommittee on Contracting Oversight, which she chairs.
The hearing focused on the federal General Services Administration's award of a $234,000 sole-source contract to a local public affairs firm to help the GSA's regional office deal with adverse publicity and employee complaints related to health concerns at the 310-acre Bannister Federal Complex in south Kansas City.

The GSA's inspector general, Brian Miller, told the Senate panel that an audit and preliminary investigation of the contract found "inadequate justification" to award the contract to the PR firm: The scope of work was not adequately defined or priced; the initial order "had no specific deliverables"; and an extension of the initial contract "was not justified." In addition, Miller charged that GSA personnel "provided incorrect and misleading information" about environmental issues at Bannister.

But GSA Administrator Martha Johnson and the agency's commissioner for public buildings, Robert A. Peck, generally defended the actions of the GSA's Kansas City-based regional commissioner, Mary Ruwwe, in approving the PR contract. Ruwwe said the regional public affairs staff could not handle the "media attention stoked by rumors and misconceptions" about Bannister that "created an unpredictable and unprecedented 'pressure cooker' environment." Peck said the GSA's "response constituted neither propaganda nor puffery, and it was legal."

McCaskill conceded that the amount of money involved in the PR contract was "small potatoes" compared to other federal expenditures. But she said that "if we don't break down contracting to a level where the American people can understand" the details of such contracts, "we have no chance at [solving] this gargantuan problem of government contracting."

The subcommittee's new ranking Republican, Sen. Rob Portman, R-Ohio, said the hearing "raises the importance about transparency in our government" in relation to contracts. "Effective oversight is crucial," said Portman, a former director of the U.S. Office of Management and Budget, who added that Congress "needs to be sure that our tax dollars are being spent wisely and responsibly."

The issue of PR contracts for federal agencies has made headlines before, including a controversial decision by the U.S. Department of Education in 2005 to hire a television commentator to promote the No Child Left Behind Act on his programs. According to a report that year by the Congressional Research Service, the U.S. Government Accountability Office has conducted numerous inquiries into communications and public relations contracting at federal agencies, but "findings of agency wrongdoing have been infrequent."

McCaskill's hearing caught the attention of the Public Relations Society of America. The group's chief executive, Rosanna M. Fiske, sent a letter to the subcommittee's staff director Monday saying that public affairs contracts can be valuable to government agencies. "We believe that all stakeholders in society --- including governments themselves --- must participate in vigorously communicating their goals, programs, objectives and knowledge to the public at large," Fiske wrote.

The GSA, which is responsible for building and maintaining federal facilities, manages a dozen buildings at the Bannister complex with about 1,400 employees who work in the offices or storage spaces of several federal agencies, including the GSA, the Commerce Department and the U.S. Department of Agriculture. The other part of the Bannister complex, controlled by the U.S. Department of Energy's National Nuclear Security Administration, includes 2,550 employees. There, the NNSA contracts with a private firm to make non-nuclear "mechanical, electronic and engineered material components" that are used in nuclear weapons.

A year ago, then-U.S. Sen. Christopher "Kit" Bond, R-Mo. responded to reports by local media in the area about health concerns among workers at the complex about contamination in the groundwater and possibly elsewhere. He asked the GSA to investigate the complaints. Last fall, the GSA's inspector general issued a report finding that there appeared to be no signs of current health risks at Bannister, but the agency's building service previously "did not maintain a strong environmental management curriculum that would have provided positive assurance" that the complex was "a safe and healthy work environment."

Conceding defeat this time, Senate Dems pledge to win next round

THE HILL   By Alexander Bolton - 03/02/11 06:05 AM ET 
Senate Democrats conceded Tuesday that House Republicans won round one of the budget fight, but they are vowing a bigger battle later this month. 

Anticipating that showdown, Senate Democratic leaders are scrambling to unify their caucus as their colleagues express starkly different opinions on the best strategy to pursue. 

Centrists who are facing tough reelections in Republican-leaning states want to support additional spending cuts for the rest of the fiscal year. Some are more willing to accept reductions to social programs than to defense and agriculture programs. 

Disappointed and boxed-in Democratic senators suggested Tuesday they would win — next time. 

“The real battle is to come with the next, the long-term [spending resolution], the next time. That’s going to be the battleground,” said Sen. Tom Harkin (D-Iowa), a senior member of the Appropriations Committee with jurisdiction over education, labor and health programs. 

 A Democratic senator who attended a Tuesday conference lunch said colleagues “vented” over cuts in the House bill. 

Sen. Barbara Mikulski (D-Md.) bashed Republican calls to cut the women, infants, children (WIC) health and nutrition program, according to a Democratic source familiar with the closed-door discussion. She distributed fliers to other Democratic senators that listed arguments against the GOP proposal. The WIC cuts are not in the stopgap measure approved by the House on Tuesday.

Sen. Barbara Boxer (D-Calif.) spoke out against cuts to Planned Parenthood and Sen. Dianne Feinstein (D-Calif.) argued against cuts to the Army Corps of Engineers that she said would stall crucial water projects in California and around the country, according to a Democratic source. 

But not all Democrats were that upset with having to accept the latest House GOP-proposed cuts. 

Sen. Claire McCaskill (D-Mo.), who will likely face a tough reelection race in 2012, said she “does not have a problem” with the two-week spending bill the House passed with a large bipartisan majority on Tuesday. 

McCaskill said she would like to see additional cuts to the 2011 budget but she does not embrace the  $61 billion in spending reductions the House passed last month. 

“It has to be significant cuts and it has to reflect the priorities we think are important,” said Sen. Claire McCaskill (D-Mo.), who faces a tough race in 2012. She said she “does not have a problem” with the House GOP’s two-week spending plan.

McCaskill said the spending freeze that Democratic leaders accepted, which would save $41 billion compared to President Obama’s budget for 2011, is a “cut in growth.”

She said Democrats now need to look at “real cuts.”

Given the views of McCaskill and other centrists, liberals worry that Democratic leaders will roll over and accept another deal on Republican terms in an attempt to bolster the reelection chances of vulnerable incumbents in red states. 

They fear a reprise of last December when Obama and Republican leaders agreed to a tax-cut deal that was widely panned by the left. 

By and large, GOP leaders want to keep negotiating short-term deals as part of a strategy to put pressure on Democrats and win concessions such as they did this week. 

Senate Democrats, in contrast, said Tuesday they want to pass a long-term resolution to fund the federal government for the rest of fiscal 2011 so they can focus on other legislation such as patent reform, an energy bill and their jobs agenda. 

Democrats are accepting the two-week stopgap spending measure because they feel pressured to avoid a government shutdown. 

“I don’t like this death by 1,000 cuts, but I also don’t want a government shutdown,” said Mikulski, a senior member of the Appropriations panel. 

“These are huge cuts,” said Feinstein, chairwoman of the Appropriations subcommittee with jurisdiction over the Army Corps of Engineers and the Department of Energy.

“The Army Corps and bureau is cut by $554 million, so what I’ve wanted to do is add some back to it,” Feinstein said of the House GOP’s two-week spending measure. 

But Feinstein conceded that she may vote for it anyway.

Erik Wasson contributed to this article.
Spending measure a first step, says Blunt

Bill punts tough decisions 2 weeks, averts shutdown.

11:00 PM, Mar. 1, 2011

Written by Malia Rulon SPRINGFIELD NEWS-LEADER 
Washington -- Southwest Missouri's three House members voted late Tuesday to approve a temporary spending measure that should avert a government shutdown.
The bill would fund the government for an extra two weeks, until March 18, to give House and Senate lawmakers time to negotiate a budget deal for the remainder of the current federal fiscal year. It passed on a 335-91 vote.

"Our goal has always been to cut spending and not shut down the government," Rep. Billy Long, a Springfield Republican, said of the bill, which would make $4 billion in spending cuts already endorsed by Democrats.

Republican Reps. Jo Ann Emerson of Cape Girardeau and Vicky Hartzler of Harrisonville also voted for the bill. It now heads to the Senate, where Majority Leader Harry Reid, D-Nev., said he'll hold a vote on the measure in the next 48 hours.

Sen. Roy Blunt, a Springfield Republican, told reporters Tuesday that he would support the measure, but he considers it only a first step toward dealing with the nation's $1.6 trillion deficit.

"I'm fully supportive of the House number as long as we understand that the House number is just a start," Blunt said, adding that it should avert a shutdown -- for now.

"Nobody wants a shutdown. It's just a question of whether, with a $1.6 trillion deficit ... the White House and the Senate can find the first $60 billion of that deficit to cut," he said. "It's a huge problem that has to be dealt with."

The cuts made in the spending bill are to non-discretionary domestic spending, a portion of the federal budget that makes up about 12 percent. To rein in the deficit, most experts say, cuts are needed in defense spending, Medicare, Medicaid and Social Security.

"I believe everything has to be on the table and that includes defense, and that includes the so-called mandatory spending in the budget," Blunt said. "The question is how do we provide more services with less money?"

Sen. Claire McCaskill, D-Mo., said she too plans to vote for the House-passed spending bill.

"I support the $4 billion in cuts made by the House for the two week funding of the budget," McCaskill said. "I hope we can quickly make the compromises necessary to finish the rest of this budget year in a way that will spread the cuts more evenly. We cannot just cut education and highway funding, but rather we need to look at the entire budget."

Meanwhile, Long said the House-passed bill would fulfill a campaign pledge.

"This in line with our goal of cutting $100 billion for the year. We pledged it; we are getting it done," Long said.

Republicans measure their goal against President Barack Obama's 2011 budget proposal, which is how they get to the $100 billion figure.

The cuts in the spending bill passed by the House two weeks ago would be $61 billion less than current levels.

That bill faced an uphill battle because many in the Democrat-controlled Senate objected to the programs targeted in the bill for cuts.

Federal workers brace for impact of government shutdown

BY BILL LAMBRECHT   St. Louis Post-Dispatch | Posted: Wednesday, March 2, 2011 12:10 am

WASHINGTON • Even as Congress moved to avert a federal government shutdown Tuesday, the National Personnel Records Center in Overland was devising a plan to deal with the 5,000 requests it receives every day if budget negotiations in Washington eventually do collapse.

Many of those calls are urgent, such as those from veterans seeking medical records and requests from bereaved families needing immediate proof of military service in order to bury loved ones in national cemeteries. Lawyers and human resource specialists were trying to figure out how many of the center's 880 employees at two locations might be furloughed if the government is shut down, and what that could mean for the people they serve.

"I'm still optimistic that it (the budget) will get passed, but our agency is still working out what we will do if there is a shutdown," said Scott Levins, the center's assistant director.

The records center was among many federal agencies in the St. Louis region operating with an air of uncertainty as Congress took the initial steps to delay a reduction in federal services and temporary furloughs of government workers not involved in jobs related to public health and safety.

The U.S. House on Tuesday voted 335-91 to continue funding government agencies through March 18 with cuts of $4 billion in some programs. Rep. William Lacy Clay, D-St. Louis, was alone among St. Louis-area House members voting against the measure.

Senate leaders said they were confident that the stopgap funding plan would win approval in the Senate this week and meet a Friday deadline. That would give federal agencies breathing room while members of Congress engage in high-stakes brinksmanship.

Sen. Roy Blunt, R-Mo., told reporters, "I think it will avert a shutdown for a couple of weeks. Nobody wants a shutdown."

The White House and Democrats on Tuesday raised the possibility of further extensions beyond two weeks, accompanied by more cuts. But given deep concerns in Washington over spending and mounting government deficits, there's no guarantee what will happen after March 18.

The federal work force in the St. Louis region includes 38,000 employees in the eastern half of Missouri and the southern half of Illinois, according to the Greater St. Louis Federal Executive Board, which serves as a liaison with the 85 federal agencies in the region. Some of the agencies employ thousands, others as few as eight workers.

Given separate decisions being made in federal agencies, it is unknown how many of those workers would be furloughed or what services curtailed in a shutdown, according to the board.

During the last government shutdowns, in late 1995 and early 1996, 8,500 federal workers in the St. Louis area were furloughed, the executive board said at the time. A spokeswoman said Tuesday that it was unclear how wide of a geographical area was encompassed with those furloughs. Workers were paid later for the time they were off.

If stopgap budget measures fail, agencies would make determinations, as in 1995, as to which workers would stay on the job and which would be considered "nonessential." Government agencies operate with guidance from the Office of Management and Budget, which has distributed a circular noting that law enforcement officials, medical personnel and people "that protect life and property" are among those considered essential.

Others exempted from furlough in the event of shutdown are the president and members of Congress.

"Every agency is going to have a different perspective on what their mission is," said Rose Epplin Garland, executive director of the Greater St. Louis Federal Executive Board. "I'm not going to use the word essential, because we're all essential."

In 1995, some 800,000 federal workers were affected nationally in an initial five-day shutdown and 240,000 in a 21-day shutdown that ran from late December of that year through Jan. 2, 1996, according to the Congressional Research Service.

The shutdowns shuttered 368 national parks, stopped government hotlines, turned away new patients at the National Institutes of Health, suspended new Social Security claims and "multiple services to veterans were interrupted," the research service reported last month. Some 9 million people were turned away from parks, museums and national monuments.

The congressional report raised questions about what might happen this time with Social Security and other entitlement program payments in the event of a protracted shutdown. In 1995, the Social Security administration furloughed about 61,000 of 66,000 employees and then recalled some after complaints.

Officials from the Social Security Administration and the St. Louis Veterans Affairs Medical Center did not respond to inquiries about planning. Workers at the Gateway Arch, which was closed for three weeks in the last shutdown, referred questions to the National Park Service. A spokeswoman there declined to speculate, adding: "No one anticipates or wants a government shutdown."

In St. Louis, First Assistant U.S. Attorney Mike Reap recalled working without pay during the last shutdown. "But then, apparently, we all got paid once the government did come back ... A lot of this stuff is pegged to other things and its all beyond our control," he said.

Jim Woodward, clerk of U.S. District Court in St. Louis, said that during that shutdown, the federal courts were deemed essential and "continued to operate, essentially uninterrupted. The courts made no distinction between employees," he said.

"I presume our situation will be similar if there is a shutdown this time around," Woodward said, adding, "We're not really expecting a government shutdown."

Robert Patrick of the Post-Dispatch contributed to this report.
House Bill Would Mean Big Cuts for Local Organizations

Written by Brandon Goodwin 
Tuesday, 01 March 2011 

Proposed reductions in federal spending could mean major budget cuts for some organizations here in the Ozarks that receive public funding. KSMU’s Brandon Goodwin reports.

On February 19th, the Republican-led House of Representatives approved a bill that would cut federal spending by sixty billion dollars for the government’s fiscal year. While some have applauded the measure as a symbol of fiscal restraint, others say it goes too far. If the House plan passes, this would mean big cuts for some institutions that receive public money. 

Carl Rosenkranz, Executive Director of Ozarks Area Community Action Corporation, or OACAC, is watching the process closely.

“The main problem we have with the House version of the resolution is that is does not take into account the fact that these programs assist people in need. To eliminate a service-system network without too much notice and without any kind of follow-up plan is going to be devastating to people in our 10-county area,” he said. 

OACAC stands to loose four community programs if the measure passes. Rosenkranz says he doesn’t like how the House went about deciding which programs to stop funding.

“It looked like, on the surface, if you asked a legislator, ‘Why did you cut this program?’ I don’t think the answer would be ‘because it was not a good program’. I think the answer would be, ‘Well, we had to come up with this goal’,” he said.

House Republicans argue the federal government needs to scale back spending just as families and businesses have had to do in this tough economy. The bill, as it stands now, is not expected to be approved by the Democratic-led Senate. President Obama has also expressed opposition to the House version of the bill.

Senate Dems want probe of Medicare contractors

THE HILL  By Jason Millman - 03/01/11 02:20 PM ET 
A group of Democratic senators are asking the health department’s top investigator to examine Medicare contractors’ possible conflicts of interest. 
Democratic Sens. Max Baucus (Mont.), Tom Carper (Del.) and Claire McCaskill (Mo.) on Tuesday called on the Health and Human Services Department’s inspector general to review Medicare contractors and their subsidiary relationships.
A survey conducted by staffers of several Senate committees raised concerns about the relationships between firms that approve and process Medicare reimbursement claims and those hired by the government to ensure the accuracy of the claims, the senators wrote. For example, in some cases, an oversight contractor was found to be the subsidiary of a company with a Medicare claims processing contract, the senators said. 
“There would clearly be questions of impaired objectivity, or the appearance of impaired objectivity, when related companies are charged with both the administration of Medicare-related programs and oversight of that administration,” the letter read. 
“We recognize that a conflict of interest does not necessarily mean fraudulent or improper activity is occurring,” the senators wrote. “However, this survey by our respective committee staffs strongly underscores the need for a more extensive review of relevant contracts to ensure compliance with federal regulations, and to promote a more efficient and transparent federal government.”

The Senate Finance Committee, chaired by Baucus, is one of three congressional panels to hold a hearing Wednesday on reducing fraud, waste and abuse in the Medicare program. HHS Inspector General Daniel Levinson will be at the Senate Finance hearing.

House Will Pursue Efforts to Eliminate US Funding for UN Climate Group

By Jeremy A. Kaplan

Published March 01, 2011

| FoxNews.com

If House Republicans have their way, the U.S. may sever its fiscal support for the United Nations' climate group, reflecting the last lingering effects of the Climate-gate scandal that shook climate science and wobbled the world's confidence in the theory that man's actions are causing the planet to rapidly warm.

Wrapped into the many amendments recently passed by the House of Representatives -- a total of $60 billion in spending cuts that the president called a "nonstarter" -- was one by Republican Missouri Rep. Blaine Luetkemeyer that would prohibit $13 million in taxpayer dollars from going to the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), the group whose occasional missteps have been the source of countless confrontations among climate scientists over the past year.

And sources tell FoxNews.com he plans to push that issue -- a movement labeled "defund the IPCC" by climate-change skeptics -- regardless of what happens to the larger package of amendments. 

 "The United Nations Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change is an entity that is fraught with waste and fraud, and engaged in dubious science, which is the last thing hard-working American taxpayers should be paying for," Luetkemeyer said in a public statement when he announced the bill.

Unsurprisingly, the IPCC took issue with Luetkemeyer's proposal -- and his facts.

That $13 million figure is misleading, argued Chris Field, the director of the department of global ecology at the Carnegie Institution for Science and co-chair of an IPCC's working group that will help write the U.N.'s next big climate report.

"In 2010, the U.S. invested about $4 million in IPCC activities," he told FoxNews.com. So where did the $13 million figure come from? "That's actually a combined amount that would help support several programs, including the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change, the Global Earth Observation System of Systems, the Global Climate Observing System, and IPCC," Field said.

Luetkemeyer remains unswayed.

A congressional aide told FoxNews.com that he plans to pursue the bill -- regardless of whether it is passed in the larger Republican budget.

"The congressman plans to continue his effort to stop taxpayer support of the IPCC and remains cautiously optimistic that the Senate will take the amendment," said Keith Beardslee, a spokesman for the congressman. "Failing that, Blaine has reintroduced separate legislation he first introduced in the 1111th Congress to halt funding to the IPCC."

More than 700 acclaimed international scientists have challenged the claims made by the IPCC, Luetkemeyer argued. These 700-plus dissenting scientists are affiliated with institutions like the U.S. Departments of Energy and Defense, the U.S. Air Force and Navy, NASA, and the Environmental Protection Agency.

Many climate scientists and environmental activists disagree with the efforts to defund the UN organization, however. The World Wildlife Fund posted a note to its blog staunchly supporting the IPCC.

"WWF on 16 February joined a large coalition of other groups -- representing millions of Americans -- in sending a letter to members of Congress urging them to oppose all anti-environmental amendments to H.R. 1, the Full Year Continuing Resolution, 2011."

The coalition's letter, sent by the Chesapeake Bay Foundation, urges congress to oppose all "anti-environmental amendments" to H.R. 1.

"The bill already includes destructive cuts and unrelated policy provisions that would harm our air, water, lands, oceans, wildlife and families and communities. We urge you to support any efforts to remove these provisions and to oppose anti-environmental amendments that would further worsen this already terrible bill."

Also buried in the budget cuts was an amendment by Rep. Ralph M. Hall, R-Texas, chairman of the House Science, Space and Technology Committee, prohibiting funds to implement a National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) Climate Service, part of the President’s fiscal year 2012 budget request.

The Chairman noted that from 2006 through the present, the U.S. has spent nearly $36 billion on climate change, and he questioned whether that spending has had meaningful benefits.

 “This rather singular focus for the Federal government’s limited research dollars slows our ability to make innovative and perhaps life-altering advances in other equally, if not more important, disciplines,” Hall said.

Luetkemeyer fights to block river study funding 

KRCG-TV  by Mark Slavit
Posted: 03.01.2011 at 1:39 PM

COLUMBIA, MO. -- Missouri 9th District Congressman Blaine Luetkemeyer is leading the fight to block funding for a $25 million duplicative study of the Missouri River.

The Missouri River Authorized Purposes Study comes after a comprehensive 17-year, $35 million study that made changes to the Missouri River Basin.

Missouri’s entire House delegation recently voted to defund the measure.

Luetkemeyer said recommendations from the new study would hurt barge traffic and agriculture in Missouri.

The study would improve economic and recreation benefits of a few upper Missouri River interests at the expense of broader interests in the lower Missouri River Basin.

Luetkemeyer said, “It’s a basic fight over water rights.  We like the situation the way that it is.  We don’t want to change it.  We’re fearful that the study is an excuse to be able to leverage a change in what’s allowed on the river.  We tried to kill the measure.”

The congressional proposal to defund the new Missouri River Study is now in the U.S. Senate. 

Cleaver mixes it up with GOP on immigration

(AP)  Bill Dalton

Black lawmakers accused Republicans on Tuesday of trying to “manufacture tension” between African-Americans and immigrants as GOP House members argued in a hearing that more minorities would be working were it not for illegal immigration.

Rep. Emanuel Cleaver II, D-Mo., chairman of the Congressional Black Caucus, criticized the hearing’s premise in a statement. Several other Democratic lawmakers echoed that argument, saying Republicans were ignoring their lack of support for job training, affirmative action, college financial aid and other programs more critical to employment of minorities.

“I am concerned by the majority’s attempt to manufacture tension between African-Americans and immigrant communities. It seems as though they would like for our communities to think about immigration in terms of ’us versus them,’ and I reject that notion,” Cleaver said in his statement.

Rep. John Conyers of Michigan, ranking Democrat on the House Judiciary Committee, issued a warning at the start of the hearing against any attempts to pit blacks against Latino immigrants, a notion that he said he found “so abhorrent and repulsive.”

The Republican takeover of the House has given the GOP the chance to shape the immigration debate this session. Republicans have been couching their immigration agenda in the context of the slumping economy and consistently high unemployment. Tuesday’s hearing by the immigration and enforcement subcommittee was the third focusing on jobs, the economy and immigration enforcement.

Rep. Elton Gallegly, R-Calif., the subcommittee’s chairman, argued that the “real victims of the failed immigration policies” are low-skilled legal workers. Gallegly said the topic is often ignored by immigration supporters.

“Our focus should be on ensuring every U.S. citizen American who is willing to work has a job instead of (filling) jobs with foreign laborers,” Gallegly said. Immigrants often compete for jobs with low-income laborers, he said.

Rep. Lamar Smith, a Texas Republican, pointed out that after Immigration and Customs Enforcement raided Georgia Crider Inc., which had 600 jobs filled by people not working in the country legally, the company raised wages $1 an hour and attracted legal workers, primarily black Americans.

“With unemployment at over 9 percent for 21 months, jobs are scarce. And that is especially true in minority communities across the U.S.,” Smith said.

The three witnesses supporting the Republican view at the hearing were Hispanic and black. Lawmakers and witnesses presented their own studies and statistics supporting their positions.

A recent Pew Hispanic Center report found immigrants were returning to work more quickly than native-born workers but earning less than they had before the recession, stoking views among advocates for tough immigration enforcement that jobs held by Americans were being taken by immigrants. Studies indicate that the correlation is not as direct as some would suggest.

On Tuesday, the Economic Policy Institute issued three reports on the low wages of black workers. One report found that the average annual wages of jobs in which black men are overrepresented is $37,005, compared with $50,333 in jobs where they are underrepresented. In another institute study, researcher Patrick Mason found that black immigrant men are not better off in weekly wages than black American men.

Wade Henderson, chairman and CEO of the Leadership Conference on Civil Rights, acknowledged that because of the higher unemployment in their communities, African-Americans fear the immigrant work force will make it harder for them to get jobs.

Henderson said high unemployment among blacks has a wide variety of causes. Unemployment rates for more than 50 years have been almost double what they are for white Americans, he said, even as the population of foreign-born people in the U.S. has increased.

Denial of equal opportunity in education, criminal justice, housing and jobs “continues to contribute more directly to the high unemployment rate that African-Americans endure and not the issue of illegal immigration as has been cited by virtue of this hearing,” Henderson said. 

Missouri trout opener brings back memories for governor

By BRENT FRAZEE  The Kansas City Star 

LEBANON, Mo. | Missouri Gov. Jay Nixon didn’t invoke executive privilege when he participated in the Missouri trout opener Tuesday at Bennett Spring State Park.

No one reserved a special spot for the governor. He had to look for a little elbow room, just like everyone else.

Moments after wading into a spot near the spring, he slipped into an opening in the human chain surrounding a pool and without fanfare became part of the crowd scene that makes the Missouri trout opener so unique.

“I used to go to the trout opener at Montauk with my dad, and it was a day I always looked forward to,” Nixon said. “Just being out there on the water with all those other fishermen, waiting for the siren to sound, making that first cast — those were great times.

“I don’t get as much time to get out anymore. But I wanted to be a part of this today.

“It brings back a lot of great memories.”

For Nixon, this was no photo op. An experienced fisherman, he couldn’t wait to wade into the stream and do a little fly fishing before he had to get back to Jefferson City for another legislative session.

“I think I’ll have to take the waders off before I get back to the Legislature,” Nixon joked. 

Moments after the start of the season, he began casting his fly into a bank of fog rising from the water.

Time and time again, he softly set the fly down and worked it through the swift current. But nothing.

Though the stream had been stocked heavily in advance of the opener, none of the fish wanted to bite Nixon’s lure.

But he wasn’t alone in his lack of success. On a day when there is usually a flurry of activity the first hours of the season, Bennett Spring was strangely silent, at least in the hole where Nixon was fishing.

“The water’s high and murky from all the rain we’ve gotten,” Nixon said. “And that makes a difference, especially when you’re fly fishing.

“You just can’t present the fly the way you should.”

But that mattered little to Nixon. He knows that the Missouri trout opener is more about celebrating than it is about catching.

“In Missouri, this is like the first day of deer season,” he said. “It’s a huge event. It’s part of our heritage.

“It’s always exciting to come to an opener and see how passionate people are about the outdoors.”

Count Nixon as one of those people. He got started trout fishing when he was just a young boy. He and his dad would float Ozark streams for smallmouth bass and fish at Montauk State Park and other places for trout.

Nixon remembers the time his father caught a 6-pound brown trout and a 6-pound rainbow on the same day on the White River in Arkansas and turned to his son and said, “This is the place I want to die.”

Today, his dad is acting on that pledge. Now 86, he lives near that spot, and Jay travels there occasionally to join his dad for a day on the water.

But Nixon knows he doesn’t have to go to Arkansas to find memorable outdoors experiences. Last year, he visited each of the 85 state parks and historic sites in Missouri. He and his wife, Georganne, hiked in many of those parks and discovered remote spots that broadened their appreciation of the state’s natural beauty.

“We found some gems that many people haven’t heard of,” Georganne said.

On Tuesday, the Nixons joined more than 1,500 others at Bennett Spring. They posed for photos, visited with fishermen, and participated in a rite of spring.

“This isn’t for show,” said Dave Murphy, executive director of the Conservation Federation of Missouri. “None of our leaders can recall a governor with such a passion for the outdoors.

“This is definitely in the governor’s strike zone. When he goes out here and joins in, it’s genuine.”

EDITORIALS … & Letters to the Editor
Proposition B

Wednesday, March 2, 2011
seMissourian
In November Missouri voters were faced with several ballot initiatives, including one which continues to be contentious today. Proposition B, also known as the Puppy Mill Cruelty Prevention Act, was approved statewide by just over 51 percent of voters. 

A key concern for many dissenting voices during the campaign -- and still today -- is language that some believe would open the door to damaging regulation of the agriculture industry. For this reason, among others, some Missouri lawmakers have introduced legislation that would provide greater clarification of the regulations. 

In a recent town hall meeting, Rep. Donna Lichtenegger, R-Jackson, outlined some of the proposed changes to Prop B. Changes include rewording the title of the bill, removing the limit on the number of dogs an owner can breed and removing time requirements between breeding cycles. Lichtenegger also expressed concern that the new regulations would not affect unlicensed breeders, citing the campaign images of mistreated dogs were from these situations. 

Lichtenegger and State Sen. Jason Crowell, R-Cape Girardeau, who also spoke during the meeting, both contend that they are not discounting the voters' decision on the issue, but rather that the campaign was one founded on deception. 

There is definitely an argument to be made that the people in the state have spoken, and the new regulations should be enacted as is. However, there is also a case to be made that the legislature has an obligation to question something when it doesn't pass the smell test. 

It's reasonable to say that all good-hearted Missourians want dogs to be well taken care of and not abused. However, if the new regulations don't address unlicensed breeders, is a positive change really going to be made? If language is left vague, could this affect Missouri's agriculture industry in harmful ways? Missouri lawmakers have an obligation to ask these important questions, though they should be careful about altering the core components regarding dog breeding. 

Hog waste: Missouri lawmakers play dirty pool with family farms

By the Editorial Board St. Louis Post-Dispatch | Posted: Tuesday, March 1, 2011 9:15 pm

Protectors of property rights in Missouri take notice: State lawmakers have embarked on an unprecedented expansion of government power to intrude on private-property rights. Think of it as eminent domain abuse’s country cousin.

Corporate agriculture has moved into Missouri in a big way. Multinational firms backed by Wall Street investors have displaced family farmers with dozens of mammoth livestock operations. They are called concentrated animal-feeding operations, CAFOs for short.

Just one 4,300-acre, 80-barn facility in Gentry County in northwest Missouri, operated by a subsidiary of Smithfield Foods, the world’s largest pork producer, processes as many as 200,000 hogs per year.

Legislation now racing through the state Legislature — House Bill 209 and Senate Bill 187 — puts government behind big agriculture at the expense of neighboring property owners. Legislators want to strip family farms of one of the most precious aspects of property ownership: the right to avoid neighbors inflicting a nuisance on them without just compensation.

The rap against factory farms — even in rural communities — is how they handle the immense amounts of animal waste. Millions of gallons of hog feces and urine are collected in open-air cesspools that can be 20 feet deep and that can cover acres.

The waste can pose major risks to water supplies. It also can produce a fetid stench that carries over long distances and across property boundaries.

Long-established state law says that landowners oppressed by nuisance conditions on a neighboring property are entitled to recover the loss in rental value of the property.

If, for example, a family farm ordinarily could fetch a rental price of $2,000 a month, but the stench of a hog waste wafting from the neighbor’s farm reduces that value to $500 a month, the owner’s damages would be $1,500 a month. If the nuisance continues for five years, the damages would be $90,000.

Under Missouri law, a landowner can file a nuisance lawsuit, with a jury deciding whether the factory farm is unreasonably interfering with its neighbors’ use of their properties.

Corporate farmers have tired of farm families in Missouri sitting in judgment of their operations. Their factory farms have been tagged with a couple of multi-million dollar verdicts. So they enlisted Missouri lawmakers to rig the system in their favor.

The pending legislation would radically alter the measure of damages. It would remove any long-term financial penalty to factory farms that refuse to abate a nuisance.

The new system would operate much like eminent domain. But instead of a property owner being forced to sell against his will for a “fair value,” he would have to give up what people treasure most in their homes — the right to be left alone and the freedom from unreasonable interference from neighbors.

Family farmers would get a one-time payment in exchange for giving up, in perpetuity, the right to complain about the nuisance next door. The owner of a family farm ordinarily worth $200,000, but worth only $125,000 when located next to a CAFO operation, could have the stench-free enjoyment of his property taken from him in exchange for a one-time payment of $75,000.

And he would have to hire and pay a lawyer to get it.

That’s not Missouri farm culture. That’s corporate greed aided by pliant politicians.

The Star’s editorial | KC must join fight for local control of police

As much as Kansas City’s leaders would love to pretend otherwise, a major revolt is brewing against state control of Missouri’s two big-city police departments.

Kansas City must do more than pay attention. Its leaders should immediately begin looking at how local control could best work here.

The police departments in Kansas City and St. Louis are the only ones in the nation to be entities of the state, rather than the cities that they serve. It’s an outdated arrangement that results in duplication of costs and diminishes accountability.

In St. Louis, a long string of scandals and management failures in the department has given rise to a call for local control. Last November, nearly 70 percent of voters supported a nonbinding resolution calling for the city to run its own police department. The mayor, most politicians and the city’s leading civic organizations are actively pushing for change.

“People are passionate about this,” said Lewis Reed, president of the St. Louis Board of Aldermen. “They understand the current system is not working for them.”

The Missouri House last week voted 109- 46 to place the St. Louis Police Department under control of that city’s government. A number of Kansas City lawmakers voted for the bill.

But the enthusiasm for change apparently stops at the Kansas City limits. The official response to the suggestion of local control of Kansas City police is a collective shudder. 

Many of the same area legislators who voted for St. Louis to have local control of its department say they oppose a change for Kansas City. And mayoral candidates Mike Burke and Sly James say the time isn’t right for a change.

We disagree. If the St. Louis bid for local control wins approval from the Missouri Senate and Gov. Jay Nixon, Kansas City would be placed in the embarrassing position of being the nation’s only city not considered responsible enough to run its own department. 

Local officials console themselves with the hope that either the Senate or the governor will stand in front of the oncoming train and defeat the St. Louis bill. But that probably would result in only a temporary reprieve. 

St. Louis leaders aren’t about to let go of the issue. And multimillionaire Rex Sinquefield is waiting in the wings, ready to finance a statewide initiative petition if the legislature and governor won’t act. 

Kansas City leaders and local legislators need to be discussing what good legislation for local control here would look like. The worst scenario would be to leave the details to a Sinquefield-designed ballot issue.

People hoping to dodge responsibility for running Kansas City’s Police Department contend that there’s no evidence that local control would result in a better-managed department, or less crime. 

Technically, they’re right. But responsibility for problems — and credit for successes — would belong to the people whom Kansas Citians vote into office, and to the people the elected officials appoint to key positions. 

Accountability would be greatly enhanced. Squabbles over turf and funding would likely be reduced.

Local leaders and state legislators must drop their opposition to change. 

The ground is shifting too rapidly for Kansas City to remain motionless with its head in the sand.

How to tell whether a politician is trying to snow you

COLUMBIA MISSOURIAN  By David Rosman
March 2, 2011 | 12:00 a.m. CST

COLUMBIA — Snow: With more than enough of the white stuff so far this winter, we’re all screaming “Enough already!”

But wait, there’s more. I’m not talking about real snow. I’m taking about the “Cumulus-Politicianus” clouds enveloping over our great halls of government and places where public debate takes place.

Sen. Claire McCaskill held her town hall meeting here this past week. After listening to her respond to questions from the audience and journalists, I was reminded of a quote from President Woodrow Wilson that essentially went: “Every impromptu speech I have given was carefully prepared.”

Although the questions were randomly chosen by an audience member who, presumably, would never ever vote for McCaskill, they were predictable. So were some of her responses. Some felt like we were being snowed.

This was not a campaign stop, which was made obvious by her direct answers to budget questions, including one from the Missouri Association for Community Action whose members, like our own Central Missouri Community Action, will see major hits to its federal funding. There was no plowing, just words of caution to drive carefully in the slush. The majority seemed to believe that McCaskill was being painfully honest.

Yet her responses concerning energy independence, veteran benefits and medical coverage, financial hits to the Corporation for Public Broadcasting, and Wall Street brigands running free seemed to be carefully prepared. Even her reply to Hamid El-Tayash — organizer of Columbia’s free Libya movement and owner of Campus Eastern Foods — concerning the U.S. response to the Libyan crisis seemed too practiced and elusive.

Most everyone I spoke to seemed satisfied that the senator was being honest and forthright. Yes, there was some snow, but overall it was mostly minor flurries. But even flurries can prove dangerous in the right or, if you will, the wrong conditions.

Friday’s snow came in the form of the Columbia City Council candidate forum hosted by the Muleskinners. Candidates Helen Anthony and Glen Ehrhardt for the Fifth Ward’s open seat and Fred Schmidt, Pam Forbes and Mitch Richards for the First’s participated. Darrell Foster had a conflict; he did not show and did not send a surrogate. (Not a good thing, by the way.) The conversation was enlightening, but there were warnings of an upcoming blizzard. What did one have to look for?

Avoidance: Did the candidate seem to avoid answering questions, even indirectly? I heard that tactic a few times during the one-hour forum. Two candidates attempted to snow the audience with federal issues, without relating them directly back to the city. This may start an avalanche of mistrust in their campaigns.

Deer in headlights: What does the candidate really know? One candidate looked like that poor doomed deer during the Q-and-A session. She really could not answer the questions posed to the candidates, leaving no tracks in the snow back to the field of safety.

Digging out:  The infamous “I don’t know the answer but I will give you one anyway” snow storm. I heard three candidates trying to find their way out their personal blizzards of political nonsense.

Fear mongering: Safety issues are always prevalent in a political campaign. However, when a candidate overemphasizes the need for more cops because our city is a dangerous place, or that our civil rights are being destroyed because the citizens voted for more surveillance cameras downtown, ice has formed under the snow. These are slippery-slope arguments.

“You may fool all of the people some of the time; you can even fool some of the people all of the time; but you can’t fool all of the people all of the time.” There is a controversy over who said this — P.T. Barnum or Abraham Lincoln — but the idea holds true. Voters know the difference if they are not stuck head-first in the snow drifts.

My suggestion: good sunglasses, warm boots and a bigger shovel.

David Rosman is an award-winning editor, writer, professional speaker and college instructor in communications, ethics, business and politics. You can read more of David’s commentaries at InkandVoice.com and New York Journal of Books.
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Blouin: Benefits for state go beyond cigarette tax revenue

11:00 PM, Mar. 1, 2011

Written by  Amy Blouin

A recent op-ed from the Show-Me Institute ("Higher cigarette tax won't generate revenues," Feb. 18) argued against an increase in the state's cigarette tax, currently the lowest in the nation. In an attempt to advance the institute's other policy proposals, the writer asserts that because a change in the cigarette tax will not fix the state's budget in one fell swoop, it's not worth further consideration. While Missouri's budget challenges are too complex for any one solution, bringing the tax in line with that of our neighboring states is a solid first step towards addressing the many weaknesses in the structure of our current tobacco tax.
Missouri's cigarette tax has not been increased since 1993 and when adjusted for inflation is actually lower today than in 1961. The tax stands at 17 cents per pack, well below the national average of $1.43 per pack, and 90 cents below the $1.07 average of our largest bordering states. In fact, not only is it the lowest in the country and behind the 48.5 cent average of every major tobacco producing state, but it's 43 percent less than Virginia's 30-cent per pack tax, the second lowest.

Opponents of the tax argue that by increasing the tax, people will smoke less and fewer people from other states will buy their cigarettes in Missouri. While true to an extent, Missouri would benefit by fewer smokers and would still come out ahead from a fiscal perspective. Of the 50 states, Missouri ranks fourth in the percent of adults who smoke, fifth in the rate of new lung cancer cases and seventh in the lung cancer death rate.

While the high rates of tobacco-induced illness and death are a cause of concern in and of themselves, they also impose substantial costs on the state. The Missouri Budget Project estimates that in 2009 they cost the state's Medicaid system $641 million in combined state and federal funds, of which $256 million was state general revenue. Research shows that a 10 percent increase in cigarette taxes results in a drop in smoking of between 6.5 and 10 percent among teenagers, an admirable goal itself.

Missouri is at the bottom of the ashtray when it comes to cigarette taxes and the health impacts of smoking. The time has come for Missouri to join the ranks of its neighbors and modernize its cigarette tax. Not only would it raise necessary revenue for the state, but it would save lives.

Amy Blouin is the executive director of the Missouri Budget Project.
MISSOURINET

House moves to end state minimum wage COLA, tie wage to federal law 

by Brent Martin on March 1, 2011

Missouri’s minimum wage would be tied to the federal minimum wage under legislation moving forward in the House, though critics say the majority is ignoring the will of the people.

Sponsor, Rep. Jerry Nolte (R-Raytown) framed HB 61 during House floor debate as aid to small businesses trying to emerge from the recession. Nolte argued that a minimum wage tied to the cost of living doesn’t just drive wages up, but drives jobs out of Missouri.

“If you’ve got a shop with 100 workers, the latest increase would have meant $6, $7 to the paycheck, but for that company, we’re talking about $31,000 in increase overhead,” Nolte stated. “That’s two workers, that’s two people that they have to possibly let go, because they don’t have the ability to pass that increased cost along.”

Critics, though, pointed out Missouri voters overwhelmingly approved the minimum wage law in 2006, with the cost of living adjustment. The measure would remove the cost-of-living adjustment to the state minimum wage and tie the state wage to federal law.

Rep. Jean Peters-Baker (D-Kansas City) told colleagues this shouldn’t be the only small business bill of the session.

“And I firmly believe we can do better than this,” Peters-Baker stated during floor debate. “We don’t have to pit our lowest paid workers in the state of Missouri against business. We don’t have to do that.”

Both sides used statistics to back their arguments. Opponents used the statistic 76%; the percentage of Missouri voters who approved the state minimum wage law on the ballot in 2006. Supporters used the statistic 41%; the increase in the minimum wage since 2006, from $5.15 an hour to the present $7.05. Opponents contend supporters are ignoring the will of the people. Supporters counter that much has changed since 2006, with an economy saddled now with an unemployment rate of 9.5%, rather than an unemployment rate of 4.5% when the law passed.

The House approved the committee substitute of the bill on a 96-to-61 vote and then approved the bill on a voice vote. Another favorable vote sends it to the Senate.

20 weeks of jobless benefits jeopardized (AUDIO)

by Bob Priddy on March 1, 2011

A small group of senators is jeopardizing 20 more weeks of unemployment benefits for thousands of Missourians because they want to send a message to Washington.

The legislature needs to pass a bill by tomorrow to claim more than eighty-million dollars in federal funds to finance benefits for the long-term unemployed.  But Senator Jim Lembke of St. Louis says Missouri should refuse the money because it’s part of the federal budget deficit.  When quizzed by senate leader Rob Mayer about where the money would go if Missouri doesn’t claim it, Lembke responds, “China,” then admits he doesn’t know where it will go.

 Mayer says the money will just go to other states for their jobless if Missouri fails to pass the bill. Lembke says Mayer sounds “very compassionate.”   But Lembke, who says he’s sorry his position doesn’t sound as compassionate.  But he says 99 weeks of benefits is “too much.” 

One of Lembke’s allies in blocking a vote, so far, St. Joseph senator Rob Schaaf, says extended benefits are incentives NOT to work.  He says the state needs to encourage people to go to work.  A third senator, Brian Nieves of Washington, says he gets tired of hearing that if Missouri doesn’t take the federal money, other states will get it.  He says it’s “wrong” to keep taking money from Washington with the federal debt in the trillions of dollars.

When Mayer asked Lembke if there might be people who have sought jobs and can’t find them and who could be served by extended benefits, Lembke had no direct answer.

 Lembke & Mayer during Senate debate mp3 

Senator hopes to start move toward Callaway II (AUDIO)

by Bob Priddy on March 1, 2011

A group of consumer organizations and major corporations has lined up behind a new proposal letting Ameren-Missouri raise rates to pay for picking a new nuclear power plant site. Senator Jason Crowell of Cape Girardeau says it balances Ameren’s needs with strong consumer protections.  Critics charge his proposal and others introduced earlier by other legislaors are trying to undermine the Construction Work in Progress law passed by voters in 1975.

The proposal says Ameren cannot spend more than $40 million on the process and must give back the money if it does not build the plant.  A key part of the bill that attracts the Consumers Council of Missouri is one greatly increasing funding for the office of public counsel.  That’s the agency that represents consumers in utility rate cases.  Council president Joan Bray says the plan would pump three million dollars into that office, something she says that is mandatory if the legislature is going to “gnaw away” at the Construction Work in Progress law adopted by voters in 1975 after a petition campaign led by nuclear power plant opponents.                          

Crowell’s proposal would assess customers of regulated utilities about six cents a month to pay for a consumer representative in Public Service commission rate cases. Supporters of his bill say the assessment would produce about $3 million dollars a year for the counsel’s office.  

Crowell heads the committee that will hear the bill next week. He says he’ll take up his bill and others that have been introduced on the same subject in the senate.  He’s prepared for a long discussion. “If it takes eight hours, it takes eight hours,” he says.

Listen to the news conference approx 16:00 mp3 

Lawmakers are again trying to restrict funeral protests

by Brent Martin on March 1, 2011

State lawmakers are, once again, attempting to put distance between those mourning at a funeral and those using the funerals to publicize their antagonistic views.

Rep. Ward Franz (R-West Plains) sponsors HB 276, 233 and 274, the latest effort to keep the Westboro Baptist Church of Topeka, Kansas from exploiting military funerals to publicize their contention that military deaths are evidence of God’s punishment for America tolerating homosexuality.

The courts haven’t been kind to such efforts. The legislature tried to restrict protests in 2006, but the courts overturned the law as an infringement of First Amendment, free speech rights.

Nevertheless, the House has given tentative endorsement to the measure that would prohibit protestors from coming within 500 feet of a funeral and would restrict protests from an hour before the funeral until two hours afterward. 

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.

TUESDAY, MARCH 1 -- Kansas City — Casey Brezik, 23, who was accused of stabbing Penn Valley Community College dean Albert Dimmitt Jr., has been ruled mentally incompetent to stand trial. Brezik is charged with first-degree assault and armed criminal action. Dimmitt has recovered from his injuries. Brezik will be committed to a state mental health facility until he is deemed fit to stand trial.

WEDNESDAY, MARCH 2 – NO UPDATE
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