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State House and Senate Redistricting Overview

ATCH CITY CHRONICLE  by dave | Sun, 03/06/2011 - 4:30pm 
With its drama of eliminating a congressman, and because the House and Senate Redistricting Committees up and running, much of the redistricting focus has been on congressional lines. 
However for those following Jefferson City, the rewriting of State House and Senate lines is equally, if not more, important.

Process
The federal lines are created by statute and follow the legislative process. The state lines are drawn by commission appointed by the governor.

The clock started ticking on December 18 when the Census results were officially submitted.

60 days later, February 16, Democratic and Republican names were sent to Governor Jay Nixon. From those he must chose the House and Senate redistricting commissions. He has 30 days to do so – March 18.

Those commissions then have six months to submit their maps to the Secretary of State. If they are unable to reach agreement, the state supreme court appoints an “appellate apportionment commission” to finish the task. 

Bill to excuse schools from making up days appears dead 

BUFFALO REFLEX  Posted: Monday, March 7, 2011 6:00 am 

Legislation introduced to excuse Missouri public schools from making up snow days appears to be dead, according to information sent to area superintendents last week.

House Bill 471, introduced Thursday, Feb. 10 by Rep. Joe Aull of Marshall, calls for the state Legislature to excuse Missouri’s schools from making up any snow days that fell during the state of emergency Gov. Jay Nixon declared in February. Nixon declared the emergency status after a snowstorm Tuesday, Feb. 1, dumped as much as 18 inches of snow in some parts of Missouri.

As a result of that storm, the Dallas County R-1 district, and several other nearby schools, had to shut down for almost two weeks.

No hearing has been scheduled for this legislation yet, but some schools are choosing to hold out until the legislation passes or fails before re-writing their calendars.

However, last week Ron Wilken, president of the Southwest Missouri Association of School Administrators, forwarded an e-mail from Rep. Scott Diekhaus of the 109th District to all members of the SWMASA.

Diekhaus’s e-mail said that in conversations with several state representatives, senators and school officials, he has decided that it is better not to try to move the legislation.

“In my conversations, many expressed concern that we already have one of the (if not THE) shortest school calendars in the country,” he said. “We will operate under the provisions of SB-291 (2009 session) and likely not pass additional legislation pertaining to weather makeup days. I hope this helps you answer questions from your district.”

He added that all school districts have already been notified by the Department of Elementary and Secondary Education that the window to conduct the mandated MAP testing has been extended by a week due to the number of canceled school days experienced by most of schools.

Missouri Senate Will Talk About Lottery Privatization
The state lottery is currently gathering opinions from state vendors on turning over the lottery’s control to a private company.

NACS ONLINE

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. – Next month, the Missouri Lottery and the state Senate will begin a dialogue about privatizing the lottery, the Lottery Post reports. Before then, the lottery is talking with state vendors on the issue.

“We really haven't engaged in conversation with the Senate,” said May Scheve, the lottery’s executive director. “But beginning in April, we will work with the Senate to provide as much information as we can.”

The Senate’s Rebooting Government program has eyed privatization of the state lottery as one of its topics. State Sen. Jim Lembke pushed back a lottery hearing because no lottery vendor would testify until after they had spoken with lottery officials. Lembke chairs the Senate Government Accountability Committee, which will schedule a hearing next month on lottery privatization.

“The lottery has to be kind of reserved with their comments since it might affect some of the (answers),” said Lembke. “My concern and interest in the lottery is I'm looking at all areas of state government to find out how we can become more competitive.”

Missouri started talking about moving the state lottery into private hands after neighbor Illinois okayed a bill transferring its lottery to a private company. An Illinois appeals court ruled that the bill was unconstitutional and now the Illinois Supreme Court is reviewing the case. 

Federal law makes it illegal to completely privatize a state lottery, which is why many states are closely following the Illinois case. 

Bill puts target on housing commission’s riches

Agency amasses $384 million cash.

By Rudi Keller Columbia Daily Tribune 
Saturday, March 5, 2011
JEFFERSON CITY — The Missouri Housing Development Commission has a fat bank account, and lawmakers want it.

A bill sponsored by one of the House’s most powerful members, Rules Committee Chairman Rep. John Diehl, R-Town and Country, would require the commission to close its offices in Kansas City and St. Louis and move the 120 employees to Jefferson City. The commission’s executive director would have to live within 40 miles of Jefferson City.

And amendments pending in the House General Laws Committee would include the commission in the formal state budget for the first time and force the commission to turn over to the state an undetermined portion of its $384 million in cash assets.

As a result of the bill, the commission has already abandoned plans to spend $4.8 million to purchase and renovate a building in the Plaza section of Kansas City, Executive Director Margaret Lineberry said. “We are certainly not opposing this legislation in any way,” she said. “This agency will respond to the will of the General Assembly. That is our obligation, and we will fulfill that obligation.”

Diehl said he filed the bill in part because of those plans. The state has plenty of unused office space and purchasing additional buildings isn’t a good idea, he said. Proposals to make the commission subject to appropriations and to take part of its cash were spurred in part by the commission’s refusal to hear comments from Sen. Kurt Schaefer, R-Columbia, during its Feb. 18 meeting, he said.

“Right now it is completely funded within its own organization with no accountability on who they hire or what employees are doing on taxpayer money,” Diehl said.

The commission’s job is to create and improve housing for low- and middle-income Missourians. It distributes federal home repair funds, issues state and federal tax credits to support construction and underwrites mortgages, among other duties. It had a net income of $36.1 million in the fiscal year that ended June 30, up 39.4 percent over fiscal 2009.

The commission had $661.7 million in net assets, including $384.5 million in cash and temporary investments, as of Dec. 31, according to a financial report given to commissioners at their February meeting.

A minority of commission members kept Schaefer from speaking at the Feb. 18 meeting. When that was followed by a vote to only issue a portion of the tax credits available to support construction this year, it fueled the criticism.

When no one from the commission was on hand for the hearing on Diehl’s bill, determination to put it under the control of the General Assembly intensified. “It just shows there is an element of arrogance and being out of touch,” Diehl said.

Missing the committee hearing was a mistake, Lineberry said. Both staff members assigned to watch bills dealing with commission business missed the notice, she said.

“We regret that oversight immensely,” Lineberry said. “We failed to note that the bill was being heard.”

House Budget Committee member Chris Kelly, D-Columbia, said the commission’s cash is attractive in tough budget times. The money could pay for immediate maintenance and repair needs on state buildings and college campuses, he said.

How much money can be taken from the commission without hurting it “is the number we are all interested in and working at,” Kelly said. “There is no argument that they have more than $300 million in liquid funds. If it does” need it, all “they need is to say it, and they haven’t said boo.”

Diehl’s bill will be favorably received in the Senate if it passes the House, Schaefer said. “Chris is exactly right. We have substantial state assets that are in disrepair, and those are assets the MHDC has been accumulating and accumulating. There is a disparity where some government entities are trimming down as thin as they can get and there are others that are amassing enormous bank accounts of public funds.” 

House of Representatives passes minimum wage bill

THE TRUMAN INDEX By Kathrine Olsen Flaate
Published: Thursday, March 3, 2011

Updated: Thursday, March 3, 2011 02:03

The Missouri House of Representatives passed a bill Tuesday that would freeze Missouri minimum wage from exceeding the federal minimum wage, even if the Consumer Price Index increases.

If the cost of living increases, the minimum wage of $7.25 would not increase with it as it normally does. The federal minimum wage and state minimum wage currently are the same. The Missouri Senate still has to pass the bill before it is made law.

The Committee on International Trade and Job creation, which Representative Zachary Wyatt, R-District 2, is a member, voted 10-5 to bring the bill to the floor for vote.

"What the bill is asking for is that you take off the Consumer Price Index off the minimum wage and start repealing minimum wage because the statute still states that the minimum wage will be at the same level as the federal level," Wyatt said. "Minimum wage will only go up when federal minimum wage is increased."

Wyatt said that with inflation Missouri minimum wage would be higher than federal minimum wage within two years. Wyatt said the CPI will be affected by the current increase in gas price, and therefore he anticipates that the inflation rate will increase much faster than normal

Wyatt said he supports freezing the CPI for the next four years, then re-evaluating it.

Lew Prince, a business owner for 32 years, testified against the bill to the House.

"It is simply wrong for people who work 40 hours a week, 52 weeks a year and make $15,000 a year and just be barely able to support a family," he said.

With the cost of living increasing in Missouri, this would affect the people already having trouble keeping their head above water the most, Prince said.

He said there are economic reasons to oppose the bill. If customers come to his store and spend money, he will use it to pay an employee who is spending that money in another store, he said. It is part of a cycle, where "If [the money] stays in the same geographic area it creates a lot more business."

It is all part of simple, economic philosophy, he said.

The opponents of the bill stated in the bill summary on the House of Representatives website that Missouri voters previously passed the cost-of-living adjustment in the state minimum wage.

Prince said he supports the opponents of the bill and said most academic studies show minimum wage doesn't cost jobs.

"In fact, in many places it created jobs," he said. This [minimum wage] actually leads to more economic development, not less."

The proponents stated in the bill's summary that businesses would benefit from this proposed freeze. Allowing minimum wage to increase with the cost-of-living increases will make it more expensive to do business in Missouri, according to the proponents' statement in the bill summary.

Wyatt said he thinks the bill will benefit businesses that cannot survive a minimum wage increase.

"With the economy the way it is they are already struggling," Wyatt said. "This is going to make it to where they aren't going to struggle with another increase in minimum wage. That's my big thing. I want to protect my small businesses in the area and make sure they can survive the economy."

Prince said his business benefits if people have more money.

"Having my customers come in with an extra 10 or 15 or 20 bucks a week, is really good for my business and will be good for any local business," he said.

In Adair County, buying power already is weak as the poverty level is 23.4 percent, according to information from the 2009 U.S. Census Bureau. Despite this gap, the unemployment rate is 6.6 percent in Adair County, while it is 9.1 percent statewide according to the Northeast Missouri Community Action Agency.

Penny Miles, executive director of the NMCAA, said this indicates that approximately 72 percent of the people living in poverty in Adair County are employed.

Miles said poverty means not being able to cover for your basic needs.

"There is a misconception," Miles said. "You hear people saying if they could just get a job. But just getting a job is not enough. It must be a living wage job."

Prince said minimum wage is the basic level of trying to achieve a simple level of comfort.

It is important for minimum wage to keep increasing with the CPI, Prince said.

"Giving people access to the middle class is really what the American dream is about," Prince said. "Most of us are never going to get to become really rich, but most of us should have an opportunity to live decently."

The House Bill No. 61 is not yet scheduled for a State Senate hearing.

 (Additional reporting by Andrea Hewitt.)

THE WILL OF THE PEOPLE

Some cry foul as Missouri legislators work to undo what voters put in place

WEBSTER-KIRKWOOD TIMES by Don Corrigan Columnist
March 04, 2011
Has grassroots democracy been mugged in Missouri? Some area residents say "the will of the people" is under assault - and the assailants are Jefferson City legislators.
Among the distraught are those who worked to pass Prop. B in 2010 to outlaw puppy mill abuses. They say they're in shock to now find lawmakers crafting legislation to dismantle a measure they worked so hard to pass against animal abuse.
"Everybody I know who voted to end puppy mills is appalled," said Ellen Cox of Kirkwood. "The hubris of these legislators is absolutely amazing. They say they are smarter than us, and that we voters are just too dumb to know what is right.
"So much for our representative democracy," added Cox. "The people spoke on this. But the puppy mill operators seem to have more clout than state voters, especially with the legislators in rural areas."
Cox said she will not be throwing in the towel, but instead is becoming more energized to do something to bring back democracy.
Diane Valenti of South County, another Proposition B advocate, said she is angry, but not resigned to seeing the people's will undone on the puppy mill issue.
"I hear these legislators say Prop. B only won by 52 percent," said Valenti. "Well, my state Sen. Jim Lembke only won by 70 votes this last election. I don't hear him saying, 'Hey, my margin of victory was just too thin. I cannot in good faith be your senator.'
"I hear people railing about this, but the thing is, we cannot keep re-electing the people who turn on us," said Valenti. "I hear the same complaints about how we voted 70 percent against concealed weapons - but local legislators turned their backs on our votes. So why, why do we keep putting them back in office?"
In 1999, Missouri voters defeated a conceal-carry gun measure by almost 50,000 votes statewide. The vote in St. Louis County was 201,512 votes against conceal-carry with 88,334 in support. The vote was even more lopsided against concealed weapons in the Webster-Kirkwood area.
Four years after that emphatic "no" to concealed weapons, the state legislature undid the vote of the people and pushed through a more expansive right-to-carry measure. As if that were not enough, lawmakers continue to tinker with bills that would erase any existing right-to-carry restrictions on college campuses and other public venues.
Killing Green Votes
Proposition C, a plan to promote renewable energy in Missouri and to wean the state off fossil fuels, passed by a whopping 66 percent in 2009. Known as the Missouri Clean Energy Initiative, it passed in every county in the state except Osage.
Kat Logan Smith with Missouri's Coalition for the Environment, lived in Webster Groves at the time of the vote and recalls area residents going door-to-door to support Prop. C.
"We tried to get Jeff City to have an energy policy for seven years," said Logan Smith. "Finally, the people took the issue into their own hands and voted 2-1 for the state to have 15 percent of its energy produced by renewable sources by the year 2021. Now our statehouse is simply taking the measure we approved apart.

"Legislators are using the Joint Committee on Administrative Rules to destroy any incentive to build renewable energy production in our state, which would create needed jobs and lessen our dependency on fossil fuels," said Logan Smith. "The 2011 legislature has to be the most regressive in state history."
Another matter which has state environmentalists upset involves the so-called CWIP's (Construction Work In Progress) issue. Logan Smith said electric ratepayers should be upset about legislative action on CWIP, as it will hike their monthly bills.
"Here was another campaign in 1976 in which the public voted 2-1 that they should not be charged on their utility bills for an electric plant that doesn't exist," said Logan Smith. "Ratepayers should pay for electricity that they use - not pay to finance plants for the industry.
"So, now AmerenUE wants to build a new nuclear plant, and legislators are again ready to ignore the will of the people," said Logan Smith. "They want to stick the bill with the people at a time when people are hurting, when the utilities are trying to raise rates right and left, and when actual use of electricity is down. And they want to void the people's 1976 vote."
Logan Smith said utilities should go to banks or investment firms to finance new plants. However, she said finance experts consider nuclear plant construction as a very bad risk, hence the move to put the risk on the backs of state ratepayers.

Minimum Wage Redux
"One big irony of this Republican legislature is that they won't hesitate to try to repeal the will of the people on things they don't like," said Dana Spitzer of Kirkwood. "They'll kill the voters' will on a 2006 minimum wage election or the vote on right-to-work in 1978, but something like the Hancock Amendment that voters approved is sacroscant for them."
Spitzer is managing editor of the Labor Tribune in St. Louis and has been writing on local labor issues for several decades. He has attended recent hearings by legislators who want to end union shops and other protections related to collective bargaining.
"When there was an anti-union issue on the ballot back in 1978 by right-to-work forces, 70 percent of Missourians voted against it," said Spitzer. "Times were different then. We had a lot more union members. That kind of begs the question as to why this is a legislative priority now.
"It was encouraging to hear the CEO of Aschinger Electric in Fenton tell the legislators in February that she relies on union workers for a reliably skilled workforce," added Spitzer. "Unfortunately, I think these legislators are more interested in listening to how people feel in the Bootheel about unions."
Lara Granich fought to pass a minimum wage proposition in the state in 2006. It passed by 76 to 24 percent with a lopsided victory in St. Louis County. Granich of Jobs With Justice was at the statehouse this week to hear legislators explain why they had to undo the 2006 vote.
"What the legislature is doing now is repealing the escalator clause that looks at cost-of-living changes when determining the minimum wage," explained Granich. "That action will effectively repeal the voters' passage of the minimum wage.
"I know this issue of zeroing out the will of the people is starting to make legislators in both parties a little nervous," added Granich. "They are starting to feel some heat."
When it comes to labor issues, a legislative leader who has taken heat nationally and on late-night comedy shows is Sen. Jane Cunningham, R-Chesterfield. That's because she has targeted child labor laws, as well as right-to-work and minimum wage.
"Sen. Jane Cunningham has introduced a bill that would eliminate her state's child labor laws," noted comedian Jay Leno on his NBC show. "Well, yeah, I mean, why should the 10-year-olds in China be getting all the good factory jobs?"
Missourian Granich sees nothing funny in the state becoming a national laughing stock because of Jefferson City legislators. 
"I don't know what these people are thinking," said Granich. "I do know this: I am convinced that if the 2006 minimum wage proposition was put to state voters in 2011, it would again pass overwhelmingly." 
"Very Corrosive"
"There's a bigger issue in what is happening in the legislature than the minimum wage, concealed weapons or ending abuse of puppies," said John Messmer, a political science professor at St. Louis Community College at Meramec in Kirkwood. "It makes us all cynics when we realize that power brokers are more important than the people's grassroots democracy.
"It has a very corrosive effect on people who thought they could make a difference, and who thought that democracy can work for them," said Messmer. "Even if pets and puppies are not a big concern for you, you have to be alarmed at how cavalier these legislators are about all these issues - when the public has spoken."
A South County resident of Lakeshire, Messmer said if people want their votes to count, they have to know who represents them by name and how they vote in Jefferson City. And they have to let legislators know if they don't like what is going on in their state capital.
"My students ask me how the legislators can turn their backs on the will of the people," said Messmer. "I tell them it's very simple: 'It's because they can.' There's not enough people watching or speaking out about what they do. There's just no blowback."
Bill targets housing commission 
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- A bill in the state House would require some major changes for the Missouri Housing Development Commission.

The measure, sponsored by Rules Committee Chairman Rep. John Diehl, R-Town and Country, would require the commission to close its offices in Kansas City and St. Louis and move its employees to Jefferson City. It would also require the commission's executive director to live within 40 miles of Jefferson City, according to The Columbia Daily Tribune.

In addition, pending amendments would include the commission in the formal state budget for the first time and force the commission to turn over to the state an undetermined portion of its $384 million in cash assets.

"Right now it is completely funded within its own organization with no accountability on who they hire or what employees are doing on taxpayer money," Diehl said.

Executive Director Margaret Linesberry said that because of the bill the commission has abandoned plans to spend $4.8 million for a building in the Plaza section of Kansas City. But she said the agency is not opposing the legislation.

"This agency will respond to the will of the General Assembly. That is our obligation, and we will fulfill that obligation," she said.

The commission is responsible for creating and improving housing for low- and middle-income Missourians. It distributes federal home repair funds, issues state and federal tax credits to support construction and underwrites mortgages. It had a net income of $36.1 million in the fiscal year that ended June 30, up 39.4 percent over fiscal 2009.

The commission had $661.7 million in net assets, including $384.5 million in cash and temporary investments, as of Dec. 31, according to a financial report given to commissioners at their February meeting.

House Budget Committee member Chris Kelly, D-Columbia, said the commission's cash is attractive in tough budget times.

How much money can be taken from the commission without hurting it "is the number we are all interested in and working at," Kelly said.

Diehl said he filed the bill in part because of the plans to buy the building in Kansas City. He said the state has plenty of unused office space and it's not a good idea to buy more.

He said proposals to make the commission subject to appropriations and to take part of its cash were spurred in part by the commission's refusal to hear comments from Sen. Kurt Schaefer, R-Columbia, during its Feb. 18 meeting.

A minority of commission members kept Schaefer from speaking at the Feb. 18 meeting. When that was followed by a vote to only issue a portion of the tax credits available to support construction this year, it fueled the criticism.

When no one from the commission was on hand for the hearing on Diehl's bill, determination to put it under the control of the General Assembly intensified.

Missing the committee hearing was a mistake, Linesberry said. Both staff members assigned to watch bills dealing with commission business missed the notice, she said.

---

Information from: Columbia Daily Tribune, http://www.columbiatribune.com 
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Susan Redden: Area legislators busy introducing bills 

By Susan Redden The Joplin Globe Sun Mar 06, 2011, 10:35 PM CST 

JOPLIN, Mo. — Lawmaking shifted into high gear last week in Jefferson City.

In the Missouri Senate, more than 30 bills were introduced Tuesday, the deadline for Senate bills to be filed. This session, state senators introduced a total of 433 measures, compared with 491 in 2010.

April 1 is the deadline for legislation to be introduced in the House, where 793 bills have been filed so far.

Several measures introduced by Sen. Jack Goodman, R-Mount Vernon, met the final-day deadline, including a bill to strengthen state laws against human trafficking. Goodman is chairman of the Senate Judiciary and Civil and Criminal Jurisprudence Committee.

A week earlier, Sen. Ron Richard, R-Joplin, introduced a measure that mirrors a bill introduced in the House by Rep. Tom Flanigan, R-Carthage. It is directed at the currently closed Renewable Environmental Solutions plant in Carthage. The measure would allow increased penalties for biofuels companies that persistently violate state odor standards. Officials of the Carthage company say the operation will resume soon, and that there will be no repeat of past odor problems.

Richard also has introduced a bill concerning sales and use taxes for manufacturers. He said SB 383 clarifies exemptions approved by lawmakers several years ago.

In the House, members unanimously passed and sent to the Senate a bill introduced by Flanigan that would grant amnesty on some interest and penalties to residents who have outstanding tax bills, if they pay up soon.

Also passed in the House were “business-friendly” bills that would phase out the corporate franchise tax and would specify that Missouri’s minimum wage cannot exceed the federal standard.

The minimum-wage measure is one of several introduced in this session that seek to overturn or modify initiatives approved by voters in statewide elections. State Rep. Bill White, R-Joplin, said some of those propositions leave lawmakers with no flexibility.

The bill prohibits automatic cost-of-living increases exceeding the federal minimum-wage level, he said, and also prevents the state wage from decreasing based on economic fluctuations.

The initiative involved was passed by voters in 2006.

Also pending are a number of bills aimed at changing the Puppy Mill Cruelty Act passed by voters in November. One of the bills is sponsored by Rep. Mike Kelley, R-Lamar.

White also introduced a right-to-work bill, specifying that the intent of the measure is not to hurt unions but to attract more jobs to the state.

“It says you can’t condition employment, or continued employment, on union,” he said. “I’ve just heard of far too many instances where Missouri, unlike states including Kansas and Oklahoma, is not even getting consideration by businesses looking at opening new plants or operations.”

And while the U.S. Supreme Court last week said the disgusting funeral protests mounted by the Westboro Baptist Church are protected by the First Amendment, members of the Missouri House passed a measure that would push those protests back — in terms of distance and time — from the funeral services. A number of measures addressing the issue were introduced, and the one that was passed incorporates elements of a bill sponsored by Rep. Bill Lant, R-Joplin.

State Bill Threatens Teachers Tenure 

KQ@ -Reported by: Lourin Sprenger

A controversial proposal has St. Joseph teachers talking . A bill wants to take away tenure and pay based on performance. 
“We are opposed to an assessment that will impact a teacher's job,” said John Schlange, a teacher in the St. Joseph School District.

As it's written now, a potential law would evaluate teachers on students scores from a single test. “We believe in teacher accountability,” Schlange said. “It's important to do, but test scores are just a part of that.” 

Schlange said the school district isn't opposed to assessment, but testing is just one form. “So much goes into a test score,” he said. “Home life, special needs, all of those things can effect the procedure.”

In Southern Missouri, a similar story. As president of Nixa Teachers Association, Susan Hansche has a hand in the evaluation process that weeds out bad teachers. “It's a very formalized process,” Hansche said. “Our administrators are very involved. They're hands on. They're not just pushing pencils in the office." 

News that state lawmakers want to pay by performance leaves Hansche scratching her head. "It's going to set some kind of arbitrary standards that are being set by legislators who aren't walking in these shoes," she said.

As lawmakers battle it out, educators are sitting tight. They all agree the bills not best for Missouri students, and they'll act if legislation moves forward. For now they're staying focused on their students’ futures.  "None of us are interested in protecting and advocating for bad teachers,” Hansche said. “We're here because this is what we're called to do and because we love these children." 

If teacher tenure does go away, educators want to be sure a highly-detailed pay system replaces it. The proposal is still being considered by the Missouri house and faces a long road to becoming law.

High School Sports Concussion Legislation Gains Support 

Veronique LaCapra, St. Louis Public Radio (2011-03-04) 

ST. LOUIS, MO. (kcur) - St. Louis area medical professionals are throwing their support behind a bill making its way through the Missouri legislature. The bill would help protect high school athletes from concussions.
Among other measures, the High School Sports Brain Injury Prevention Act would require student athletes to be cleared by a doctor before returning to play or practice. It's currently awaiting a committee vote in the Missouri House of Representatives.
Dr. Jose Pineda, director of the Pediatric Neurocritical Care Program at St. Louis Children's Hospital, says there's no such thing as a mild brain injury. He says the effects of a concussion can be delayed for hours after an accident. They can range from short-term irritability and headaches to long-term cognitive impairment, and even death. Dr. Pineda says the best treatment is rest - both physical and mental.
"Before you go back to intense sports activities or intense testing or cognitive activities at school, you should be cleared by someone who has expertise in concussion," says Dr. Pineda.
Eureka High School sophomore Connor Pahl knows about traumatic brain injury first hand. He got a concussion playing goalie for his varsity soccer team last fall. Pahl says his coach did the right thing making him sit out the rest of the season.
"I went to every practice and game to support them," said Pahl. "And my coach wouldn't let me even kick a soccer ball without a doctor saying I could. So that was good."
As many as 140,000 U.S. high school athletes sustain concussions each year.
Cell tower contracts generate more than $100,000 for Southeast Missouri State University

Monday, March 7, 2011
By M.D. Kittle ~ Southeast Missourian

It may not be much in the grand scheme of a $120 million operational budget, but Southeast Missouri State University's contracts with cell phone providers generate in excess of $100,000 a year. 

It's revenue that helps fund technical operations on campus and other expenses, while helping cell phone users around Southeast Missouri stay connected. And it's part of a growing revenue stream for public and private entities. 

In the 2010 fiscal year, which ended June 30, Southeast collected $102,870 in fees from contracts with six wireless service providers, according to Kathy Mangels, Southeast president for finance and administration. Nextel and AT&T appear to be among the companies leasing space on the tower behind Kent Library. 

Mangels could not provide all of the names of the lessees, and university telecommunications director Rodger Chisman did not return phone calls from the Southeast Missourian on Friday. 

Mangles said the relationship with the cell phone companies goes back a long time. And the money the contracts generate contributes to the university's overall operating budget. 

"It's less than 1 percent, but it provides funds to help fund technological upkeep of the tower that we need for our radio operations," she said. "Part of it goes to the general budget. Not all of it is dedicated to one purpose." 

A Federal Communications Commission cell tower map shows at least 10 wireless sites in the Cape Girardeau-Jackson area, located at the highest points in the metropolitan region -- like atop Southeast's campus. 

The towers are generating revenue for cash-strapped communities, schools, even churches nationwide, although some argue wireless service providers are getting the better part of the deal and tower opponents say everyone is paying for what they see as a proliferation of eyesores filling up the American landscape. 

According to CTIA-The Wireless Association, a not-for-profit that represents wireless companies, there were more than 251,000 cell sites in the United States as of late last year, an increase of nearly 5,000 sites from the previous year. With the boom in wireless devices, meeting capacity will take many more towers. 

A school system in Montgomery County, Md., is expected to earn $700,000 in lease payment from cellular companies. Epiphany Lutheran Church in Lake Worth, Fla., approved a cell phone tower, with an agreement that stipulated that T-Mobile turn the tower into a 100-foot tall by 30-foot wide cross. 

In October, the Cape Girardeau City Council approved an ordinance granting a special-use permit to Good Shepherd Lutheran Chapel and Wireless Asset Group LLC to construct and operate a telecommunication tower and fenced compound at 1904 W. Cape Rock Drive. The company went through a lengthy governmental application process, in part making sure the tower was not constructed on American Indian burial grounds. More than 25 tribes reviewed the application. 

Cell phone providers have received plenty of complaints from those in communities not thrilled about giant towers in their backyards, like the contentious battle last year in Missouri City, Texas -- eventually won by the wireless provider. 

Finding appropriate cell tower space has become a cottage industry for one Missouri professor. 

Neal Lopinot, associate research professor and director of the Center for Archaeological Research at Missouri State University, and his staff have conducted dozens of archaeological surveys and field research for wireless providers in Missouri, Illinois and Kansas. He recently received two awards totaling $21,694 from Bureau Veritas North America Inc. for surveys at 15 proposed cell tower construction sites in Kansas and one near Scott Air Force Base in Illinois. 

"These studies are undertaken to ensure that no significant archaeological or architectural properties listed on or potentially eligible for the National Register of Historic Places are impacted by the construction of the cell towers and access roads," Lopinot said in a release. 

With so many cell towers going up, Lopinot expects to be busy for some time. 

"I'm beginning to think the place is going to be saturated with it," he said. 

University of Missouri to announce major donation 

COLUMBIA, Mo. (AP) -- Two former U.S. senators plan to join campus leaders Monday afternoon as the University of Missouri announces what's being called a "major" gift.
Former Republican senators Kit Bond and Jack Danforth plan to attend a 5 p.m. news conference. A university news release says there will be a "major announcement" about a gift to benefit both the university and the state.

Columbia campus Chancellor Brady Deaton and Board of Curators chairman Warren Erdman are also expected to attend.

Ameren rate case hearing met with frustrations

By Taylor Muller 

Kirksville Daily Express 

Posted Mar 04, 2011 @ 11:12 AM

Kirksville, Mo. — For the second time in little more than a year, northeast Missouri residents protested a requested electric rate increase that could mean an additional $263 million for Ameren Missouri.

More than 65 area residents attended the hearing, one of 14 to be held in Missouri, on the rate hike requested by Ameren to make up for hundreds of millions invested in infrastructure over the past five years.

The Missouri Public Service Commission holds the hearing to solicit testimony from Ameren’s customers and issues a decision from its five members. The PSC has until August to issue a decision.

This is the fourth increase Ameren has requested since 2006, with increases totalling 19.9 percent –  $430 million – approved so far by the PSC.

Ameren Vice President for Regulatory Affairs Warren Wood said the recent request and infrastructure investment will provide for several projects, but the largest was the installation of air scrubbers in order to meet federally-required emission levels at its coal-fired energy plants. The infrastructure work at one of its plants cost Ameren about $600 million, Wood said.

“We have the lowest electric rate of all publicly-owner utilities in the state. We’ve seen increases, but we still compare very favorably to the U.S.,” he said.

If the PSC approves the request, the average customer using 1,100 kWh would see a monthly increase of about $9. 

Here's what some residents had to say:

“Why are we here? It seems like we’re always here and whether we show up or not, rates go up.”

Annette Franklin
“The public is looking for you to protect them from companies like Ameren.”

Mark Cardwell
“There’s no end to this and there never will be. It makes no difference what I do, the rates are going to go up.”

Jim Ridenhour
“We’ve done everything possible in our house to manage our usage. And the rates still go up.”

David Hoppe
Success of Missouri's drug courts leads some to consider similar program for domestic violence offenders

Monday, March 7, 2011
By Erin Hevern ~ Southeast Missourian

It takes a committed team of probation officers, counselors and judges to make drug treatment court work in Missouri's circuit courts, but it's an approach the state's Supreme Court Chief Justice, William Ray Price Jr., has deemed successful. 

And with the increase in the state's prison population -- it has nearly doubled since 1994, from 7,461 to 14,204 -- it's an approach that could be used more, Price said in his recent judiciary address. 

The Missouri Attorney General's task force on domestic violence also positively acknowledged the program recently, recommending state circuit court judges create a similar special compliance docket for offenders ordered to abide by certain orders of protection. 

The General Assembly authorized courts to create compliance dockets to monitor domestic violence offenders in 2004, although the authority hasn't been widely used. 

The task force suggested the docket be mirrored after the approach used with drug courts, which can be a 14- to 18-month program locally for offenders needing more than the guidance of a probation officer. 

Joan Gummels, legislative director for the attorney general's office, said judges in St. Louis County and Jackson and Boone counties have created a docket to focus on whether or not an offender has violated a protection order and their conditions of probation. 
Gummels staffed the meetings of the task force, who in February released a series of best practices and statutory changes for law makers and law enforcement in order to better protect victims of domestic violence. 

"It seemed to us when they know they'll face a judge there would be a tendency to obey the order more than not," Gummels said. "It seemed to us to be a best-practice approach. There's no mandate because we really respect the discretion each judge has to manage their own docket." 

In addition to promoting the safety of domestic violence victims, the suggested compliance docket is meant to hold offenders accountable for their actions. 

"I think, too, it's important for the petitioner who has the order of protection to understand there is some accountability," Gummels said. "If this system respects their experience and encourages the court order there will be better results for public safety." 

Drug court 

In Cape Girardeau and Perry counties, Associate Circuit Court Judge Scott Lipke presides over four treatment courts -- juvenile and family drug court and adult criminal drug court in Jackson and in Perryville. Often, an offender is ordered to complete drug court as part of a plea recommendation, and they must graduate before they can be considered for release from probation requirements. 

Lipke, who took over drug court dockets about two months ago, said it's interesting to see the change offenders go through while attending sessions. 

"It's structured and there are different levels," he said. "A lot of it is contingent upon the individual. But, you can see when the light goes on in some of them." 

Like in Cape Girardeau County, drug court participants in Scott and Mississippi counties go through treatment in phases. They begin attending individual and group counseling sessions at least once a week and are drug tested at random. 

Commissioner Jim Pinkston, who with Judge David Dolan administers drug court in the 33rd judicial circuit, said at first, offenders in the program are tested a minimum of three times per week. They appear before a judge once at week at first, he added, and once they progress through the program may only need to attend court every two weeks. 

In the final stages of the program, each individual's progress is assessed and they may be ordered to complete additional programming, such as parenting classes or anger management. Individuals charged with alcohol-related offenses are also often chosen to complete drug court. 

All offenders attending drug court must be employed or be pursuing an education, Pinkston said, and sanctions or incentives or doled out based on each offenders individual compliance with the program. 

An offender who fails a drug test, Dolan said, giving an example, may have to pay the cost of administering the test. 

"We do whatever it takes to keep that person on the track to complete the program," said Dolan, who began offering drug court in his circuit in 1995. 

Lipke said it's not unusual to order an offender who misses a drug test or a counseling session to serve some shock jail time or be sentenced to complete a few hours of community service. 

"We've got a tighter rein on them when they come in," Lipke said. "You really tailor it after the individual and that's what I like about it. You see them more often and there's more people involved in their recovery." 

Pinkston said family and adult drug court in Scott and Mississippi counties have a fairly high success rate, about 75 percent to 80 percent. 

Participants are tracked by the court for up to three years after they graduate from drug court and the program's success rate is based on whether they are reincarcerated or charged with another crime. 

Resources 

While Lipke and Dolan agree creating a compliance docket for domestic violence offenders that mimics the drug court mechanism is a good idea, they said it may not be as effective in their smaller counties as it is in larger districts. 

Lipke said there may not be a need to create a completely new docket to check-in with offenders and see if they're complying with orders of protection. There may not be that many respondents to check on and, as a judge, he said he is limited as far as what he can list in the protection order. 

"With drug court, there's more aspects, more conditions," Lipke said. :There's more requirements and more things for them to stay on top of." 

With a protection order, a judge can declare a respondent to stay away from the alleged victim, address custody issues, order the person complete a batterer's intervention course or assess fees associated with medical, mortgage or court costs, Lipke said. 

"It may not be that we have to set aside a whole different docket for it," he said. "We might be able to just put it on another docket if it's only a handful of people, but, it's certainly something to look at. The compliance docket as I understand it would be more about checking on compliance of other orders." 

Dolan said while he may have the time to preside over a separate docket day, he wouldn't be able to create another support team, similar to what he has created for drug court. The team meets before each treatment session to discuss each individual participant and their progress. 

"There's nobody there for that," he said. "We're scraping by with getting probation and parole to commit a person to us, and we're scraping by with getting family counseling to commit a person to us. I think the idea is fine, it's just the resources aren't there right now." 

Vet volunteers time at prison to help inmate dog trainers

FULTON SUN  By Mandi Steele
Friday, March 4, 2011

Veterinarian Mar Doering holds a doggie treat tightly in her fist just in front of Daisy’s nose. 

“Off,” she orders, “off.” Daisy, a large, black, hound mix is not allowed to have the reward until she obeys by not trying to take the treat from Doering’s hand. “Take it,” the Holts Summit vet then orders and Daisy does.

Jeff Findley watches Doering work with Daisy on Tuesday, trying to learn the technique Doering calls “leave it.” Findley will have plenty of time to work on the command with Daisy later. He’s with Daisy almost 24 hours a day; the two are fenced in together, literally. Findley is an inmate at Jefferson City Correctional Center and Daisy is in his charge. Findley and his cellmate, Brad Adkins, share the responsibility of training Daisy through the prison’s Puppies for Parole program.

Doering drives out to the prison every other week to spend a couple hours with the inmate dog trainers. She said she shows them some techniques they can work on to get the desired behaviors, but then the prisoners are the ones who put forth the real effort to get results.

“I don’t want to take credit for anything. I’m just helping these guys to do what they’re doing so great,” Doering said.

Dr. Doering has had a practice in Holts Summit for almost 31 years — All Paws Medical and Behavioral Center. 

“Since I was 4, since I knew what a veterinarian was, it was the only thing I’ve ever wanted to be,” she said. 

Following her dream, Doering has not only been involved with the medical health of animals, but the behavioral health as well.

“I believe in the behavioral work so, so much,” she said. “It makes such a difference in people’s lives to know that their animal is part of the family and a healthy, happy member of the family ... So many pets are euthanized every year because their behaviors are just not what people want.”

Her love for behavior training is what lead her to JCCC. When she heard that Missouri had started the Puppies for Parole program in some of its correctional centers, she knew she wanted to be involved.

“The reason I was interested in this program is because they are adopting animals from the shelter that in most cases have been brought there either because people could not care for them or because their behaviors, or certainly medical issues, were not working out,” Doering said.

George Lombardi, director of Missouri Department of Corrections, said Puppies for Parole has saved many dogs from being euthanized since the dogs shelters usually choose for the program “are dogs that are having a difficult time being adopted out.”

“That’s where the prison system is making such a difference,” Doering said. “They’re taking dogs that maybe would not be adoptable and helping them through having people that are with them 24 hours a day to make them adoptable.”

Promoting good behavior on all sides

Travis Stipe said one of the reasons he likes being a part of Puppies for Parole is knowing it keeps the dogs from being euthanized.

Stipe, who trains a spotted dalmation-mix puppy named Bailey, said he’s been in prison for 15 years. He shakes his head in disbelief as he says, “I can’t believe this happened in prison.”

Bailey is the fifth dog Stipe has helped train. The tattooed inmate, wearing a gray prison uniform, seems perfectly satisfied for Bailey to sit in his lap and lay her head on his leg. Stipe’s had the puppy for two weeks. She has presented him with a few challenges, because she’s deaf. Stipe said he learned a few different signs to show her to help with the training process. When he signs for her to sit, she obeys and he rewards her with a treat.

His reason for joining the program is simple: “I like dogs,” he said. Then he adds, “It gives me a reason to stay out of trouble.”

Offenders who choose to be a part of the program must live in the “honor wing” of a “house” section of the prison, state DOC officials, meaning they recieve no prison violations for at least a year. They also cannot have any offenses of animal cruelty or abuse on their records. 

Kevin Appleby II came to Doering’s training session Tuesday dogless. His first question to Cindy Wansing, business manager at JCCC, was when he might expect to get another dog.

“I really want one,” Appleby said, saying he hasn’t had one in his charge since Patches, a border collie that was adopted just before Christmas.

Appleby and his former cellmate, Jayme Guinn, said they enjoyed teaching Patches all sorts of tricks and were anxious for another dog to be brought to their “house” — their section of the correctional center.

Wansing assured Appleby and Guinn the next dog the shelter brings would come to their house. Wansing works as a liaison between JCCC and Jefferson City Animal Shelter, the shelter which brings dogs to the facility to be trained. 

“A dog just brings on a good spirit,” Guinn says, referring to why he likes having a four-legged friend around. 

“It really helps the time go by,” Appleby adds. “You’re doing something. That helps more than anything in here.”

He also said it’s nice to help someone else, knowing the trained dogs will eventually be adopted. Although letting go of the dog isn’t always easy. He spent four months with Patches, who stayed in his cell except for outside trips, bathroom breaks, feeding time and training sessions. Appleby said Patches’ departure was “bittersweet.”

“It made me feel proud I could bring that joy into someone else’s house,” he said.

Since a “house” shares an outside yard area, all the offenders in the house get to know each canine that stays there. Kimathi Lewis said even the hardened criminals warm up to the dogs. 

“In my opinion they’re real good therapy,” Lewis said.

Michael Jenkins said training Bubba, a thin, black dog full of energy, has given him “a sense of responsibility I wouldn’t have otherwise.” Having an end goal of preparing the pets for others is a good feeling, Jenkins said.

“Our goal is to find them a forever home,” he said.

Living the dream

Puppies for Parole is operating in 12 prisons statewide and DOC officials state 214 dogs have been adopted since its inception. The first program in Missouri started at JCCC in February of 2010. Animals who go through the program are adopted through the shelters, and Missouri’s DOC website shows which dogs are available for adoption. Dogs are usually kept at the correctional centers for 6-8 weeks but can be kept until they are adopted or returned to the shelter. Wansing said there have been up to 38 inmates at JCCC involved with the program at a time, which would be 19 dogs at the center. 

Tuesday, Doering worked with 10 offenders and five dogs in the visitor area of JCCC. She continued to instruct the men on how to teach their charges the “leave it” command. Placing items a couple feet away from each other on the cement floor, she then asked the men to walk the dogs down the row where she had placed the objects. If your dog goes for the item, tug on the leash to instruct them to “leave it,” she said. 

Doering explained that some of the dogs that go through the program will be trained as therapy dogs. So simple requests like “fetch” can later be turned into important commands for owners such as fetching a bottle of pills or a purse. She says her work in the behavioral field is nothing short of a dream come true.

“I love it more than anything I’ve ever done. I think it’s why I was put on this earth, to do the behavioral work,” she said with a smile.

To make a donation or to see dogs available for adoption, visit the Puppies for Parole program online at http://doc.mo.gov/.

Pharmacy firms fight proposed legislation

Saturday, March 5, 2011
By James R. Campbell/THE FORT SCOTT Herald-Tribune

JEFFERSON CITY -- Power politics have come to the foreground in the 96th General Assembly's review of proposed legislation to change the way medications are prescribed and provided. 

The Missouri Association of Osteopathic Physicians and Surgeons has thrown its weight behind Senate Bill 236, but Vernon County representatives say the plan faces tough opposition from Express Scripts of St. Louis and other pharmacy benefits managers. 

State Rep. Barney Fisher, R-125, said he had been too embroiled in other matters to take a position, but Warrens-burg Republican Sen. David Pearce declared his support if GOP Sen. Kurt Schaefer of Columbia's bill reaches a floor vote. 

MAOPS Govern-ment Relations Director Bonnie Bowles said Friday from Jefferson City that the biggest obstacle may be the preponderance of St. Louis senators on the Senate Health, Mental Health, Seniors and Families Committee, which declined to act on a similar bill last year. 

"SB 236 would increase the transparency of prior authorization and step therapy protocols," Bowles said. "These protocols force patients to use generic substitutes or try completely different medications, often without their or their physician's being aware, delaying treatment and leading to poor health outcomes. 

"They're strictly cost-saving measures for insurance companies." 

Bowles said Express Scripts lobbyists "spent a lot of time and effort to beat last year's bill and they're here in force this time." 

Referring to the corporation's reported $25 billion in 2009 revenues, she said, "This is a huge enterprise. 

"Pharmacy benefits managers have grown by leaps and bounds and we're asking, where are the cost savings going?" 

Bowles said the MAOPS is viewing "potential sponsors in the House," where Fisher said Friday that with the Assembly's budget preoccupations, the bill might have gotten too late of a start. 

"We haven't seen Senate bills in any significant numbers yet in the House and we're getting near the halfway point in the session," Fisher said. "They'd better get to hurrying because anything that's not well into the pipeline by now may have to take a back seat." 

Reporting SB 236 is scheduled for its first committee hearing next week, Pearce said he is more interested in Southwest Missouri pharmacies and patients than in PBMs. "I'd be supportive because anything that increases transparency and gives customers more knowledge and information about health care is a step in the right direction," Pearce said. 

"Numerous pharmacists from the 31st District have come to the Capitol about this bill. The important thing to them is that a prescription shouldn't be changed without letting the patient and local pharmacy know. 

"Express Scripts is a good company that has done a lot in the state, but their opposition will make it more difficult for it to pass." 

Pearce is on the Senate Appropriations Committee, chaired by Schaefer. 

The Health, Mental Health, Seniors and Families Committee's chairwoman is Sen. Luanne Ridgeway, R-Kansas City. Other members are Vice Chairman Rob Schaaf, R-St. Joseph; Jane Cunningham, R-St. Louis; John Lamping, R-St. Louis; Eric Schmitt, R-St. Louis; Maria Chappelle-Nadal, D-St. Louis; and Jolie Justus, D-Kansas City, who is also on the Appropriations Committee. 

Bowles said Missouri doctors "go through a tremendous amount of paperwork and hanging on the phone, trying to get through to the right person to get approval for a medication or therapy. 

"Let's be up front with what's going on. Most of all, let physicians take care of patients instead of making phone calls to Express Scripts." 

Bowles said a key feature is to make PBMs and health carriers maintain a Web site specifying the compliance process and the medications that require pre-authorization. 

The bill would also require all prescription drug orders communicated by electronic transmissions to go directly to a licensed pharmacy of the patient's choice with no intervening person having access to the order. 

It would prohibit PBMs from automatically enrolling a pharmacy in a contract, modifying an existing contract without affirmation from the pharmacy or forcing a pharmacy or pharmacist participating in one contract to take part in another. 

"A PBM shall not discriminate between in-network pharmacies or pharmacists on the basis of co-payments or days of supply unless such pharmacy declines to fill such prescriptions at the price allowed to other in-network pharmacies for such prescriptions," Schaefer's bill says. 

"A PBM is prohibited from reassigning a prescription presented in one pharmacy to another pharmacy in the PBM's network. When the PBM contacts the prescribing health care practitioner to affirm or modify the original prescription, the affirmed or modified prescription shall be filled at the in-network pharmacy of the patient's choice." 

The legislation would change the oversight of "switch communications," or communications from an insurance carrier or PBM to a patient or doctor to change medications. "The switch communication shall explain any financial incentives provided or offered to the prescribing practitioner by the health carrier or PBM that could result in a switch," the bill says. 

"In addition, it shall explain any clinical effects the proposed medication may have on the patient different from the original medication. The patient shall be informed of any cost-sharing changes for which the patient is responsible and advise of his or her rights to discuss any proposed switch with the prescribing practitioner. 

"Any time a patient's medication is to be switched to a medication other than the originally prescribed, a switch communication shall be sent to the patient. Information shall be sent to the plan sponsor or health carrier using a PBM regarding the recommended medication and the cost, in currency form, of the original medication." 

The bill would grant an exception for generic substitutions allowed under current law unless the substitution resulted in a higher cost to the patient or health insurance payer. 

St. Louis, KC face crucial April vote 

By JIM SALTER  Associated Press
ST. LOUIS (AP) -- Rarely have voters in Missouri's two big cities faced a tougher dilemma. When they go to the polls next month they can vote to save themselves a nice chunk of money - but doing so could cripple their local governments.
St. Louis and Kansas City each collect a third or more of their revenue from a 1 percent income tax on both residents and nonresidents who work in the city. The long-standing earnings taxes were jeopardized in November by passage of a proposition that requires voters in each city to consider whether to retain the tax. The issue is on the ballot on April 5 in both cities. If voters renounce the tax, it would be phased out over a decade.

Civic organizations in both cities, backed by local officials, are ramping up public campaigns to warn residents of the consequences of killing the tax.

If that much revenue were lost, "We just won't have a city in 10 years," says Stephen Conway, chairman of the St. Louis aldermanic Ways and Means Committee. In Kansas City, Mayor Mark Funkhouser said he would have to ask residents what they would like much less of: "Police, fire, streets, that sort of thing."

Officials say they are optimistic the taxes will win approval. But the vote does come at a time of strong anti-spending, anti-government sentiment nationally, epitomized by a tea party movement that has become a factor politically in many places.

The earnings tax generates $140 million annually for St. Louis - roughly one-third of its revenue. In Kansas City, it generates $200 million - about 40 percent of the total budget. The median income in both cities is around $30,000, meaning a typical resident would save about $300 if the tax is abolished.

Supporters of Proposition A, the measure that passed to put the taxes up for a vote, argued that the cities should long ago have found better ways of generating money. They say the tax harms the cities in the long run by driving away both business and residents.

"There has been flight from urban cores to suburban areas across the country. Cities with earnings tax rates have experienced a sharper decline than cities with low earnings tax rates or zero tax rates," said Joe Haslag, a University of Missouri economics professor and chief economist for the Show-Me Institute, whose founder, Rex Sinquefield, spent $11 million to almost single-handedly finance support of the November ballot measure.

Campaigning on the issue has been far more subdued leading up to the April ballot. There has been no anti-tax advertising in St. Louis. A group called Kansas City Tax Reform has established a web site in Kansas City.

Meanwhile, Citizens for a Stronger St. Louis has raised more than $600,000 to promote approval of the tax and is just beginning door-to-door, direct-mail and telephone campaigns. The Save Kansas City Committee has raised more than $1 million and plans broadcast and print advertising, along with telephone outreach.

People who live and work in both cities have mixed feelings.

"If we get rid of it, the city will be in worse shape than it is already," said Garry Stacy, a 67-year-old retiree in St. Louis.

But June Riddle of nearby Lemay said she feels she's being double-taxed. "I don't think it's right," she said. "We only work here. We have to pay tax where we live, so we have to pay in both places."

Businessman Dale Mutchler, 67, who lives in Lee's Summit and has offices there and in Kansas City, said he worries about the impact on the cities. "I think it's a responsibility to protect the urban centers," he said.

Earnings taxes are not uncommon. Haslag said about two dozen cities have similar ones. In Philadelphia, the tax rate is 3.5 percent for non-residents, 3.9 percent for residents. In New York City, the tax averages 3.6 percent depending on income.

David Stokes, a policy analyst for the Show-Me Institute, said St. Louis and Kansas City could help make ends meet by privatizing their water utilities and generating millions of dollars of new revenue. Property and sales taxes could be raised. And, because the cities would become more economical places to work, the cities wouldn't have to offer businesses so many property tax abatements as incentives to locate there, Stokes said.

St. Louis Mayor Francis Slay said he also would like to see new revenue sources but that nothing on the horizon could come close to filling the void from the earnings tax.

The vote comes at an especially difficult time for St. Louis. The city is cash-strapped and already considering cuts that could include dozens of police officers. The 2010 U.S. Census also showed St. Louis lost 8 percent of its population since 2000, so the city stands to lose millions of federal dollars based on population. A negative vote "would cripple the city," Slay said.

Slay said he was more worried about voter complacency than anti-tax sentiment. "April elections are relatively low-turnout elections," he said. "We believe people, if they show up at the polls, will do the right thing."

--

AP reporter Heather Hollingsworth in Kansas City contributed to this article.

Air battle: Four Missouri cities considering smoking bans next month

Sunday, March 6, 2011
By Scott Moyers ~ Southeast Missourian

Both sides have been gearing up for the April 5 election for months, the day local voters will end the debate about whether a smoking ban will pass in the city. 

One side gathered 1,200 signatures to get the ban on the ballot. The other side vowed to fight back, launching an oppositional website, forming a committee and lashing out at what it called "overly restrictive" ordinance language. 

There has been the constant back-and-forth in the local newspaper, one side -- which recently collected a hefty $10,000 donation from the American Cancer Society -- warning of the serious health hazards of secondhand smoke, while the other argued that the ban would hurt business and was really an issue of personal property rights and unnecessary government intrusion. 

Welcome to Springfield, Mo. 

Cape Girardeau isn't the only Missouri community that has residents grappling with a smoking ban, where the arguments on both sides are as similar as the funding sources, website designs and group names. In fact, four Missouri cities will be deciding on smoking ban proposals April 5: Cape Girardeau, Springfield, O'Fallon and Webb City. 

And eyes from across Missouri will be zeroed in on those election results, with smoking ban advocates saying favorable results will indicate growing momentum that could lead to an across-the-board statewide ban. 

Ban opponents, however, are hoping voters will put the brakes on such bans that generally are aimed at bars and restaurants. 

"More and more, communities across the state are recognizing the importance of reducing secondhand smoke exposure in workplaces," said Nancy Mueller, board chairman for Tobacco Free Missouri, a coalition of citizens and organizations such as the American Cancer Society, the Missouri State Medical Association and the Missouri Public Health Association. 

More than a dozen smoking bans have been implemented in Missouri in the past two years, including St. Louis, Fulton, Warrensburg, Maryville, Brentwood and Creve Coeur. A total of 18 municipalities in the state have smoking bans that prohibit smoking in all bars and restaurants. 

"We are seeing some great momentum, and I think other communities are seeing the success," Mueller said. "They realize it's an issue of protecting their citizens from secondhand smoke, which the evidence shows kills people." 

Not surprisingly, not everyone sees it that way. 

Bill Hannegan is the key organizer of Keep St. Louis Free, a group that identifies itself as a protector of personal property rights and being against unnecessary laws. Hannegan fought smoking bans in St. Louis for years before one was implemented earlier this year. 

Hannegan acknowledges that smoking bans tend to pass in most communities and he can only find four instances where voters have rejected such bans. 

But he still doesn't like it. 

"Does the fact that smoking bans are popular mean that bar and property owners have no property rights?" Hannegan said. "These bans are trendy right now. Does that obliterate the property rights of business owners? ... It's the tyranny of the majority." 

But public-health advocates and state legislators believe such local bans eventually will help lead to a statewide ban in Missouri similar to the one in Illinois and 26 other states. According to the American Nonsmokers Rights Foundation, nearly 48 percent of the entire U.S. population already live under bans in all workplaces, including restaurants and bars. Smoking bans have been enacted in 47 of the country's 60 most populated cities, according to the foundation. 

Some action has already started at the state level in Missouri. 

State Rep. Jill Schupp, D-Creve Coeur, introduced legislation earlier this year in the Missouri House that would prohibit smoking in all enclosed public buildings, including restaurants, bars, government-owned vehicles and private offices. The legislation, House Bill 438, would also restrict smoking in some outdoor areas as well, including within 15 feet of building entrances, bleachers and grandstands at outdoor arenas, public transportation stations and playgrounds. 

Schupp isn't holding up hope, she said, that her bill will get passed this session -- it hasn't even been granted a hearing yet and has yet to be put on the calendar. But Schupp, who co-sponsored a similar bill last year, said it's an important issue whose time will come. 

"We know it contributes to disease and it's a multibillion-dollar cost to the nation to deal with the diseases of smoking," she said. 

And Schupp doesn't mind the opponents decrying government intervention, she said. 

"Thank goodness the government intervenes on some issues," she said. "The government intervenes on the temperature food should be cooked, it intervenes with signs that tell us how fast we can drive. There are all kinds of reasons for our health, well being and safety in our nation that government intervention is essential. This is one of those areas." 

But she noted some disappointment in the actions of her fellow Missouri House members, who earlier this session voted 113-45 against including a smoking ban in Capitol offices in Jefferson City. That came shortly after Jefferson City residents voted for a smoking ban in the city. 

"I think it was a horrible irony," Schupp said. "Now the only place you can go in Jefferson City and have a cigarette is in your legislator's office." 

Schupp remains undeterred. She said she respects communities that have passed bans and thinks if cities like Cape Girardeau and the others join the smoking-ban movement, the momentum will propel the issue to a serious statewide discussion. 

Asked if she intended to introduce a similar bill next year, she said: "Yes, I will. Absolutely." 

Schupp will have her work cut out for her convincing her fellow legislators, especially those across the aisle. 

Rep. Wayne Wallingford, R-Cape Girardeau, said he doesn't favor a smoking ban of any kind and intends to vote no in the local election next month. He believes it is up to the business owners to decide if they want to allow customers to consume a legal product. 

"Those businesses know better how to run their businesses than the state does," he said. "As long as it's legal, I don't think voters or anyone should tell a business how it can operate." 

In the meantime, the debate will continue. 

In Springfield, both sides will square off in a public forum this week. The names will be different from in Cape Girardeau, but the discussion will likely sound the same. 

Dave Myers, who organized a group there called Live Free Springfield, will echo Doc Cain, who owns Port Cape Girardeau. Both men publicly oppose local smoking bans on different sides of the state. 

"Our contention is it's not about health," Myers said. "We're not pro-smoking. Personal property rights are something this country was founded on. From the beginning of this country's existence, we have considered the rights of property owners as cherished. They should be able to do with their property what they want to, as long as it's legal. These bans go too far." 

On the other side will be Carrie Reynolds, spokeswoman of Citizens for Clean Air Springfield, who will face off against Myers. At a League of Women Voters meeting in Cape Girardeau last month, Cain squared off against Shelly Wood, a spokeswoman for Citizens for a Smoke Free Cape. 

"We definitely see it as a public health issue," Reynolds said. "It's a worker's issue. We're trying to inform voters that this is an issue that will protect our citizens. We're really trying to focus on this issue as being good for public health." 

In both places, voters will settle the matter in 30 days. 

Mo. Supreme Court cases from 1800s to go on Web 
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- The Missouri State Archives will be posting thousands of old state Supreme Court cases online for the public to view beginning late next year.

The Secretary of State's office says the State Archives has received a grant of more than $148,000 from the federal government for the project.

The agency will use the money to scan the Missouri Supreme Court's original files in about 9,000 cases heard between 1821 and 1865.

The scanned files will available on a state website with about 12,000 case files dating back to 1783.

The new files contain about 864,000 pages. They have information about what Missouri was like during the Civil War and famous people from the state.

The new files are scheduled to be available online in September 2012.

---

Online:

http://www.sos.mo.gov/archives/judiciary/supremecourt/ 

Koster tweaks old party, still mum on health care

By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter

Posted 2:10 am, Mon., 3.7.11 

Missouri Attorney General Chris Koster remains somewhat of an enigma as he appears to prepare for a re-election bid, while waiting for a Republican challenger.

Koster, a Democrat since 2007, has been issuing news releases almost daily that tout his actions on various legal matters. But he has yet to say anything in public about the most controversial issue on his plate: whether to challenge the federal health care changes that already have begun to go into effect.

The GOP-controlled state House and Senate have passed resolutions calling for Koster to take action by joining any one of the existing lawsuits or filing one of his own. Some Republicans sought to turn up the heat at the party's statewide Lincoln Days festivities in late February, by repeatedly calling out Koster for his silence.

Koster's spokeswoman has said only that he and his staff are monitoring the legislative proceedings.

The GOP jabs have a bit of a personal tinge, as some Republican leaders remain irked over Koster's party switch. He had been a state senator and rising star when he switched, declaring at the time that the GOP had gotten too enmeshed in social issues and was taking stands he couldn't stomach.

Even so, no Republican has yet to announce plans to challenge Koster in 2012, although state Senate Pro Tem Rob Mayer, R-Dexter and a lawyer, has confirmed that he's considering a possible bid.

At Democrat Days in Hannibal over the weekend, Koster opted to break with the Democrats' general line of attack -- in which the GOP was repeatedly accused of unfairly targeting the middle class.

Koster's address at the brunch focused instead on challenges confronting his office, such as the state's shortage of shelters for women who are victims of domestic violence. "For every two women that a shelter takes in...there are three women turned away because there's no state services,'' he said.

Koster's one jab at Republicans dealt with the pollution and security problems plaguing the Lake of the Ozarks. The coastline around the lake is poorly protected, he said, despite the controversy a couple years ago over contamination from ecoli bacteria (from human and animal waste) that was closing beaches at the lake.

"The Missouri Senate garage gets more protection than the Lake of the Ozarks gets,'' Koster said. He added that he was asking legislators "to put their money where their mouth is'' and agree to spend more money to protect the lake's coastline.

Afterwards, Koster declined to expand on his remarks or discuss the health care suit -- or even talk to reporters at all.

He eagerly shook hands with Democratic attendees before and after the brunch, but slipped out shortly afterwards after declining reporters' queries. His actions were notable because every other officeholder attending Democrat Days -- including Gov. Jay Nixon -- made a point of meeting with journalists.

Later, Koster acknowledged to state party chair Susan Montee that he was intentionally, in his words, "stonewalling'' the press. He told her his chief reason was to avoid discussing the health care suit.

As Republicans see it, he's stonewalling them as well.

Sen. McCaskill says Democrats need to fight to support working families

By EDWARD HUSAR   Quincy Herald-Whig Staff Writer

HANNIBAL, Mo. -- U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill lashed out Saturday at Republican-controlled legislatures and statehouses for failing to fight for the needs of middle-class families. 

Since Republicans in the 2010 elections took control of the U.S. House of Representatives along with many state legislatures and "too many governors mansions," McCaskill said, "they have gone too far." 

Speaking to a partisan crowd at the 40th annual Missouri Democrat Days at the Hannibal Inn and Conference Center, McCaskill took issue with some of the priorities shown by the Republican majorities. 

"They've been worried about protecting the oil subsidies," she said, referring to the practice of giving billions of dollars in support to oil companies she described as "the wealthiest and most profitable corporations on the planet." 

"They want to make sure we keep writing them checks," McCaskill said "They want to make sure that rich folks in this country don't pay another dime in taxes." 

Meanwhile, the Republican-led House "has taken a weed eater to education funding while leaving the Pentagon untouched," she said. "Since when do you have the nerve to go to the mat for multi-millionaires and then go out after working families' pensions?" 

McCaskill said it's time for Democrats to put up a fight. 

"They're taking a 2-by-4 to working families in this country, and that is what we have to fight for," she said. "We have to fight for those working families." 

McCaskill was the keynote speaker at Saturday night's banquet, which attracted about 350 party loyalists. 

Another featured speaker was Missouri Gov. Jay Nixon, who also lamented what's been going on around the country since the 2010 elections. When he turns on his TV, Nixon said, he often sees examples of "power run amok in state capitals." 

Nixon said he sees "governors yelling, governors pointing their fingers at teachers and lecturing them. By golly, if I did that, they'd sit me down and put me in a corner." 

Nixon said "we do things differently in Missouri" in a way that honors working people. 

"Instead of treating our public school teachers like they are the enemy, we're thanking them for their service to our communities and we're trying to recruit more of them to take that as a profession," he said. 

He also noted that Missouri has been "balancing budgets without raising taxes," unlike some other states. 

"In Illinois, they're raising taxes to pay their bonds that they borrowed to pay their bills before," Nixon said. 

One highlight from the banquet was the presentation of the "Clarence Cannon Award" to George Keller of Marion County, one of the organizers of Democrat Days and a supporter ever since. 

His daughter, Carol Keller-Michaelis of St. Louis, said her father's involvement in Democratic events had a big influence on her and her siblings. 

"We were indoctrinated at a young age," she said. "My father said today we could have turned out Catholic, Baptist or Lutheran. He didn't care what religion we turned out as long as we were Democrat." 

John Yancey, co-chairman of Demo Days, said the event endures because it gives residents of Northeast Missouri a chance "to see people like the governor and the congressmen and the senators and the statewide office-holders and the local representatives. And it's nice to have a party." 

McCaskill, Nixon: Fazed by Jayhawks, not 2012

BY JAKE WAGMAN • St. Louis Post-Dispatch | Posted: Sunday, March 6, 2011 2:39 pm

HANNIBAL, Mo. -- Speaking to a room packed with their biggest fans, the twin pillars of the Missouri Democratic Party assured the faithful that they have firmly rinsed the sour taste of last November out of their mouths.

The Kansas Jayhawks, however, are another matter.

Gov. Jay Nixon and U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill offered a potent one-two punch Saturday night at the banquet closing out the party's annual gathering at the Hannibal Inn in northern Missouri.

"We can decide to mope, and despair, and look down, and shuffle our feet, look in the rearview mirror," McCaskill said in a speech she read from her iPad. "Or we can decide there's a fight worth having. And, I can tell you, there is a fight worth having."

McCaskill is seeking a second term next year. Though she didn't mention by name any of the Republicans lining up to challenge her -- which, at the moment, stands at Ed Martin and Sarah Steelman -- McCaskill knows when to put her game face on.

Speaking of games: McCaskill was happy that her keynote speech at Washington Days -- the Kansas Democratic Party's version of the Hannibal event -- was last week, so KU fans could not rub in the results of their 70-66 win Saturday over Mizzou.

"I can't tell you how happy I am not to be there tonight," McCaskill said.

Nixon, the state's highest paid Mizzou cheerleader, almost made it through his remarks without mentioning the game -- almost.

"Boy, we should have had a couple of those three-pointers," quipped Nixon, who attended the game earlier in the day.

The governor, also up for re-election in 2012, was firmly in his element posing for pictures and swapping stories, with no talk about "Air Jay" or the discord his comments on police control have generated among St. Louis Democrats.

For certain, this was a hardly a road game for Nixon. The Hannibal event, which Nixon has attended countless times, attracts more than just the base of the party -- it's the base of the base, the type of dyed in the wool Democrats that have a dog named Truman.

A sitting governor would have to go seriously astray not to have a slam dunk in Hannibal. Of course, as Mizzou showed this weekend, homecourt advantage doesn't always translate into success.

County Republicans prepare to take St. Louis County back into GOP fold

By Jason Rosenbaum, special to the Beacon  

Posted 10:40 am, Sun., 3.6.11 

For Rich Magee, last year's election cycle showed promise for St. Louis County Republicans. But he said there's still work to be done.

Magee should know. Even though Republicans captured two previously Democratic state House districts and propelled John Lamping to victory in the 24th state Senatorial District, the party fell short in well-funded bids for St. Louis county executive and a St. Louis-area congressional seat. And Magee -- the mayor of Glendale and chairman of the St. Louis County Central Committee -- narrowly lost a bid for the state House against state Rep. Jeanne Kirkton, D-Webster Groves.

"We need to build on the gains that we made in this last cycle," Magee said. "We just fell a little bit short."

St. Louis County Republicans gathered at the Viking Hotel and Conference Center in Sunset Hills.

But Magee said St. Louis County Republicans had reasons for optimism as they gathered Saturday for their annual Lincoln Days event at the Viking Hotel and Conference Center in Sunset Hills. He said last year's election cycle could yield dividends in 2012.

"What we did was identify a lot of Republicans, a lot of conservatives that related to our message of smaller government [and] lower taxes," Magee said. "We just got to keep those people energized and build on that."

BIGGEST COUNTY, BIGGER OPPOrTUNITY?

There was a time when St. Louis County was fertile ground for Republican candidates. Republican Gene McNary won four terms as county executive, while Jim Talent -- a St. Louis County native -- performed well there in his victorious 2002 Senate bid against then-U.S. Sen. Jean Carnahan, D-Mo.

But Republicans have faced a downturn in recent election cycles. Talent lost to Democrat Claire McCaskill by a wide margin in St. Louis County in 2006, while both John Kerry and Barack Obama soundly beat their respective Republican opponents there in 2004 and 2008. in 2010, even though Roy Blunt and Tom Schweich won their bids for U.S. Senate and state auditor, respectively, both lost St. Louis County to their Democratic rivals.

Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder (right), a likely Republican contender against Democratic Gov. Jay Nixon, said in an interview with the Beacon that Republicans need to pay attention to St. Louis County -- even if winning it outright may prove difficult. 

"I am often criticized for spending too much time here," said Kinder, who added he was not ready to announce his 2012 intentions. "None of us has carried St. Louis County for several election cycles now. We have to try and cut our losses here. But I remain convinced that there are persuadable folks here -- and that's why I spend a lot of time here listening to people."

Allen Icet, a former state legislator who now chairs the Missouri Club for Growth, said St. Louis County is not the "slam dunk" it used to be many years ago.

"The Republican Party needs to have a concentrated effort in the county," Icet said. "At the party level it's becoming clear that St. Louis County really is a battleground, which means time, money and resources need to go into St. Louis County."

One test of the GOP's local strength is this year's contest for St. Louis County assessor. St. Louis County Republicans tapped real estate executive L.K. "Chip" Wood to run against state Rep. Jake Zimmerman, D-Olivette. While Zimmerman built up a campaign finance advantage, some Republicans hope Wood's experience in real estate will appeal to county voters.

"As a Republican myself, you never want to say it's an uphill battle you can't win," said state Rep. Dwight Scharnhorst, R-Manchester, adding Wood has more experience in real estate and assessment than Zimmerman.

When asked what the party needed to do win races in St. Louis County, Wood said "Republicans need to get me elected as the assessor, so I can show everybody what a great job I can do for them."

"And they'll get used to expecting great things out of the Republican Party," Wood said. "I'm really not a politician. I think the job that I'm running for really transcends politics. We're all taxpayers. We all want to get it right. And that's what I'm focused on."

SENATE SCRAMBLE

Saturday's event also provided an opportunity for the U.S. Senate campaigns of attorney Ed Martin and former Treasurer Sarah Steelman to mingle with potential St. Louis County supporters. Martin, who lives in south St. Louis, spent time shaking copious amount of hands in his hospitality suite and at dinner tables. While Steelman spent Saturday in Stoddard County, her husband -- former state legislator David Steelman -- and son Michael spent time in Sunset Hills drumming up enthusiasm for the Rolla native's bid.

David Steelman, who ran an unsuccessful race for attorney general in 1992, said a "new type of candidate" like his wife can compete in St. Louis County. He pointed to a Federal Reserve survey showing factory activity increasing in all districts, except for St. Louis.

"I believe St. Louis is fiercely independent and they want to hear somebody who is going to do something different," he said in an interview with the Beacon. "You just look at the data. What we're doing in the state, what we're doing in the country isn't working. It is not working. The spending, the special programs, the buddy deals simply aren't getting it done for people."

Martin -- who narrowly lost last year to U.S. Rep. Russ Carnahan, D-St. Louis City, in a district that includes St. Louis County -- said the region possesses plenty of people who are "active."

"Countywide, you're going to have places where they're going to vote Democrat," Martin said. "There's no doubt we have more work to do. But the key is making an argument about the policies and about the types of candidates."

THE UNKNOWNS

Steelman and Martin may not be the only candidates seeking the nomination to run against McCaskill. For instance, former Missouri Republican Party chairwoman Ann Wagner is considering running for the seat.

Asked what effect Wagner would have on the race, David Steelman said, "Sarah believes that if people want to run, they ought to run. She's not trying to cut any backroom deals to keep people out of it. If (Wagner) wants to run, she ought to run."

Martin said Wagner was a "very talented person" and "high profile."

"Getting in the race, she would get some attention," Martin said, adding he's already been to close to a dozen Lincoln Days and over 30 counties. "When people hear about who I am and what our positions are, they are -- just like last time -- saying, 'Hey, that's a winning position for our future.'"

One person who hasn't completely ruled out a Senate bid is U.S. Rep. Todd Akin, R-Town and Country. When asked about running against McCaskill, Akin said, "Those are the kind of things that you just have to kind of take a look at how things are going and what's the right thing to do.

"Obviously when it comes a year and a month, I'll have to go down to Jeff City and sign up for something," Akin said. "Unless I decide to sort of get out of the whole business."

In the past few weeks, several sitting congressmen have considered -- and decided against -- running against McCaskill. U.S. Rep. Sam Graves, R-Tarkio, toyed with the idea before deciding to stay in the U.S. House, while U.S. Rep. Jo Ann Emerson, R-Cape Girardeau, also considered running before deciding to run for re-election.

If Akin runs for re-election, he may face a tougher fight than in years past. That's because redistricting may push more Democratic parts of region into the 2nd Congressional District. Martin said it's "probable" that Akin will run in a more Democratic territory in 2012.

For his part, Akin said he's not worried about running a competitive race. And Martin said Akin will compete "very well." "As long as runs, he'll be successful," he said.

Does that mean Martin would fear an Akin bid for U.S. Senate?

"If Todd Akin gets in, I think it makes it a really competitive race," Martin said. "I don't fear anybody. If you get up worrying about the other guy in the morning, you wouldn't get up and do this. Because Claire McCaskill is well-funded, bright, experienced and knows how to fight a really hard-fought -- some would call it mean -- campaign."

"This is not something you take lightly," Martin added.

David Steelman said Talent's decision to stay out of the Senate race was a boon for his wife's Senate bid. "I think the other folks who decided not to run was kind of a testament to Sarah's strength and the broad support she has," he said.

Scharnhorst said with each passing day, it's looking more and more likely that Martin and Steelman will contend for the GOP Senate nomination.

"But I have to believe between now and the time, there will be at least one or two more candidates from somewhere," Scharnhorst said. "Right now, I'm waiting to see what the field's going to be. We'll go from there."

OBAMA LOOMING

If the subject matter of Kinder's keynote speech is any indication, Obama's bid for a second term will loom large over the elections of 2012.

Kinder spent part of his speech criticizing a number of the president's proposals, including his energy and health-care programs. He also criticized both Obama and Nixon for embracing a push to build up the nation's passenger rail infrastructure, adding that the governors of Ohio, Florida and Wisconsin pushed back against the program.

"We were told in the president's State of the Union speech that it's all about 'winning the future,'" Kinder said. "Are we going to win the future with a technology out of the 19th and early 20th century? Rail? Can they be serious about that?"

Akin said Obama's popularity declined since he ran in 2008, stating that "he was really riding a wave of popularity and he's a lot more controversial now." He said people will continue to become more aware of "serious" economic problems on the federal level.

"I believe the sheer mathematics of what's happening with the budget are going to wake people up," said Akin, a member of the House Budget Committee.

While Obama lost the vast majority of Missouri's counties in first election bid, he won St. Louis County with 59.5 percent of the vote in 2008. That's more than 100,000 votes over Republican nominee John McCain, who narrowly won the state by swamping Obama in rural parts of the state.

Presidential candidates who pour resources into states typically have a trickle-down effect on local races. McCaskill, for instance, attributed her loss to Matt Blunt in 2004 to Kerry's decision to pull of Missouri. That contrasted to 2008, when Obama's campaign poured money and resources into the state.

Magee said if the vibe of 2010 carries onto 2012, it could mean a lot for candidates in St. Louis County and beyond.

"The issue for 2012 is whether that mood in this past November will carry on into 2012," Magee said. "That's the issue. If the economy improves, if Obama's approval ratings in Missouri at all improve between now and 2012, it would be tough on a Republican statewide candidate. Because of course, the president will be on the ballot."

Senators seek crackdown on illegal student visas 

By MICHAEL GORMLEY  Associated Press

ALBANY, N.Y. (AP) -- Five U.S. senators are calling for a federal crackdown on what they say are phony colleges handing out student visas to potential criminals and terrorists.
Sens. Dianne Feinstein (FINE-stine) of California, Claire McCaskill of Missouri, Jon Tester of Montana, Bill Nelson of Florida and Charles Schumer (SHOO-mer) of New York say the colleges are fronts for people who pay to illegally enter the United States.

The Democrats are calling on the U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services and Homeland Security to share information that could help identify the fake colleges.

The senators note several of the Sept. 11 terrorists entered the United States on student visas. They also cite recent incidents in California and in Florida where schools have been accused of being involved in the illegal visa scheme.

"Sham universities are not real institutions of higher learning, but rather operate solely for the purpose of manipulating immigration law to admit foreign nationals into the country," the senators stated in the letter released Sunday. "When the student visa program can be manipulated by bad actors, it threatens the viability of the entire program for the large majority of bona fide participants."

The senators will ask the federal departments to determine "high-risk factors" within 90 days and conduct site visits at schools that show a high risk factor through data - or the lack of data - that legitimate schools must provide to the federal government. The senators also seek stiffer penalties for "sham universities" that engage in student visa fraud.

"The existing penalties for student visa fraud are simply too low to deter bad actors who can reap large rewards by operating for-profit sham universities and charging foreigners thousands of dollars to come to the United States," the senators wrote. "These new penalties will assist you in obtaining justice for the bad actors who compromise the system."

There was no immediate comment from the federal departments.

McCaskill calls for probes into 'sham universities' that get student visas

By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter

Posted 1:22 am, Mon., 3.7.11 

U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill, D-Mo., announced Sunday that she is calling for a multi-pronged probe into student visa fraud allegedly committed by "sham universities" set up for the sole purpose of getting young foreigners into the United States.

"‘Sham universities’ are gaming the system, and while they are at it, they’re putting our nation’s security at risk," McCaskill said. "This has got to stop."

McCaskill said in an interview that there already have been "a handful of raids'' around the country that have uncovered the fake schools that have somehow been certified to participate in the Student Exchange and Visitor Program.

One in Los Angeles used the student visas to bring in Russian prostitutes, the senator said, adding that she fears the sham system could be used to funnel potential terrorists legally into the country.

She emphasized that none of the sham programs have been found in Missouri, but McCaskill said that doesn't make the matter less of a national concern.

"We have to crack down on this criminal fraud, " she said. "Clearly, the (federal) oversight isn't airtight. Obviously, somebody didn't do the 'bare minimum' to determine these were actual schools."

McCaskill said she is asking the General Accounting Office to do an audit of the student visa program, and she also has sent a letter to the Inspector General of the Department of Homeland Security "to conduct an investigation into these instances of student visa fraud and uncover how such schools were able to legally issue student visas."

In addition, McCaskill also is seeking to increase the penalties for those found to be responsible for the fake schools.

The senator, who is running for re-election in 2012, also cited her other efforts aimed at improving national security -- and took a swipe at House Republicans who knocked out much of the $600 million she had inserted in the current budget bill to pay for more drone flights along the nation's southern border to monitor illegal crossings. The bill also called for 1,500 additional border officers.

McCaskill said the program's added costs were covered by increasing the fee on foreign-based companies that use U.S. visa programs to bring certain types of skilled workers into the United States.

Not all so cuddly at Democratic conclave 

BY JAKE WAGMAN • St. Louis Post-Dispatch | Posted: Sunday, March 6, 2011 12:05 am

HANNIBAL, MO. • Missouri Democrats embraced several opportunities to roast Republicans for recent attempts to limit the minimum wage.

At their yearly gathering this weekend in Hannibal, they declared it is against the wishes of Missouri voters, who in 2006 approved a ballot measure that allows for incremental increases over time in the wage floor.

Other election results, though, don't appear as sacrosanct. Just as Democrats criticized Republican legislators for attempting to undo the will of voters on the minimum wage, some were seeking ways to water down an initiative approved by voters last year that takes aim at the state's dog breeders.

The Puppy Mill Cruelty Prevention Act passed with 51 percent of the vote in November, winning by substantial margins in St. Louis and Kansas City and failing just about everywhere else in the state.

It should come as no surprise then, that the talk of puppies at the Democrat Days conclave has been anything but warm and fuzzy. In addition to being a source of friction at an event designed to promote party unity, the discord has exposed a wider, time-worn rift within the party — the split between rural and urban Democrats.

"That's probably an accurate statement," state Rep. Ed Schieffer, D-Troy, said.

"Especially on the puppy mill bill. That's definitely an accurate statement."

The tension between city Democrats and their more conservative counterparts outstate can be seen throughout the party, both in contentious social issues like abortion and in more parochial concerns, like the push to wrest the St. Louis Police Department from state control.

It might be easy, especially for city dwellers, to dismiss the opposition to the puppy mill bill as agrarian angst. But, for parts of the state, the potential impact is real. Schieffer said one of his constituents may have to mortgage his farm to meet the requirements of the new law, which includes roomier cages, regular medical care and rest between breeding cycles.

Fueling distrust about the motives of the law, some Democrats said, is that it was funded largely by outside interests.

The Humane Society of the United States, along with wealthy animal advocates from around the country, poured millions into the proposal, which goes into effect later this year. Some in Missouri worry that dog farms are just the beginning of new regulations.

"Is it next going to be chickens? Turkey? Cattle?" asked Mildred Conner, a member of the state Democratic committee from Malta Bend in west-central Missouri.

"My son is with the state rodeo association, it was even brought up there."

Democrats in Jefferson City, including some who spoke Saturday in Hannibal, have backed legislation that defangs the puppy mill law, including eliminating the cap of no more than 50 animals per breeding facility.

That caused an awkward moment when some of those supporters shared a dais with new Affton state Rep. Scott Sifton, who has introduced a measure to make reversing voter-approved initiatives harder for the Legislature.

Sifton, elected in November, says he doesn't blame colleagues for "voting his or her district," but that proposals approved directly by voters deserve a certain amount of deference.

"I have a real concern when the voters say one thing, and the Legislature, on a narrow majority, says something else," Sifton said.

Left unsaid is the national public image dilemma that could befall Missouri if it becomes known as the state that reversed protections on puppies and dogs.

The Humane Society is taking the threat against the bill so seriously that in January its national president, Wayne Pacelle, registered as a lobbyist in Jefferson City.

Missouri Democrats claim GOP out to gut the middle class

By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter
Updated 1:01 am, Sun., 3.6.11 

U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill and Missouri Secretary of State Robin Carnahan, who are both seeking re-election in 2012, helped launch on Saturday what may be the state Democrats' new campaign theme.
Both were among a parade of Democrats at this weekend's Democrat Days in Hannibal who accused Republicans controlling the state Capitol and the U.S. House of engaging in a war against the middle class.

"They are taking a two-by-four to the working families in this country,'' said McCaskill (right) at Saturday night's banquet.
The reason, she added, had been made clear by a number of congressional votes in recent months: "They want to make sure rich folks in this country don't pay a dime more in taxes."

McCaskill and U.S. Rep. Russ Carnahan, D-St. Louis, both accused Republicans in Washington of also protecting oil companies and other well-heeled corporate interests.

In a speech that drew repeated applause, McCaskill observed that her question to the GOP was obvious: "Since when do you have the nerve to go to the mat for multi-millionaires and then go after working people's pensions?"

She said the budget cuts proposed by the Republican-controlled U.S. House fall solely on the backs of the middle-class and the poor, which McCaskill warned would also cost jobs and weaken the U.S. economy.

Earlier, at the brunch, Robin Carnahan offered up similar attacks against the GOP.

"They're telling us that the problems of our economy are caused by the middle class," Carnahan declared. "They're caused because teachers, firefighters, bus drivers and police officers are paid too much. That their pensions are too big. That they have health care."

She continued, "It's like an episode of the Twilight Zone. It's like (Republicans) completely forgot what actually got our economy into this mess: the greed-driven, reckless speculation and bailouts that cost us billions."

Democrats defend state minimum wage

McCaskill, Robin Carnahan and Gov. Jay Nixon -- who also spoke at the banquet -- all zeroed in on the effort by Republicans in control of the Missouri General Assembly to curb the state minimum wage law approved by 76 percent of Missouri voters in 2006.
McCaskill called that move, among others, "a breath-taking assault on working people of this state."

"We've got some folks who are writing big checks to the campaigns who want this law changed," she added. "They want to make sure that waitresses in this state that their minimum wage goes down from $3.60 an hour to $2.13 an hour..."

Nixon declined to say afterwards if he will veto the bill changing the minimum wage, if it lands on his desk. But the governor emphasized that he had supported the measure when it was on the ballot.
Carnahan and McCaskill also pointed to the effort of some legislators to refuse federal unemployment benefits for about 13,000 Missourians who otherwise will be cut off. The $190 million will simply go to unemployed in other states, the Democrats said.

But Carnahan ignited the brunch crowd the most when she blasted the Republican-controlled Legislature for considering changes in the state's anti-discrimination laws. They seek "to gut the laws that prohibit employment descrimination,'' she said. "Really? Do they really think that what's going to grow our economy and help us compete better with China is to stop protecting our workers?"

Carnahan's appearance at Democrat Days marked her first major speech since her loss last fall. She just recently announced her plans to seek a third term as Missouri secretary of state, as several Republicans consider challenges.
One of them -- state Sen. Scott Rupp, R-Wentzville -- contended at the GOP's statewide Lincoln Days festivities last weekend that Carnahan had been too hard on businesses in her role overseeing various corporate activities, such as the sale of securities sold in the state.

In an interview early Saturday, Carnahan said she was proud of her record, and cited her success in collecting millions of dollars from "scam artists'' out to bilk the public. "If anybody thinks I'm being hard on them, I'm just doing my job," Carnahan said.

Nixon avoids aiming directly at GOP

Nixon and state Treasurer Clint Zweifel, who earlier spoke at the brunch, both also declared their support for the middle-class -- but in less fiery tones.
Nixon opted not to use the word "Republican'' as he blasted unspecified foes who are "demonizing those who work."

He noted that he has balanced state budgets without engaging in "ideological attacks against working Americans" as some fellow governors have done. Although Nixon didn't cite any other states or governors by name, aides said the governor was referring to Wisconsin and other Midwestern states -- notably Indiana and Ohio -- where Republican governors are enmeshed in disputes with public-employee unions.

Nixon also warned the banquet crowd that "if you elect the wrong people, you get the wrong results." But he didn't specify who those "wrong people'' were.

Afterward, the governor didn't contest the characterization that he is trying to get his political and policy points across without pointing fingers at Republicans controlling the Missouri Legislature. "This is not an abstract job. It's a practical job," Nixon said.

Zweifel took a similar tack at the brunch. Although he focused largely on various financial programs he has initiated or overhauled, Zweifel said that the key role -- and current challenges -- of the middle-class can't be ignored.

Zweifel recounted his own middle-class background, saying that his father's manufacturing job paved the way for the family to own their own home in Florissant and send him to college.

"We've got to remember that the middle class is essential for economic growth," Zweifel said, adding that the nation's future depends on "that connection between jobs, a strong middle class, economic opportunity and a strong education."

Zweifel lamented that last year's GOP wave knocked off many Democratic legislative candidates for whom he said he'd been proud to campaign. The key to turning things around in 2012, he said, is to promote the Democratic vision. "We're right on the issues,'' he said.
Rural Democrats blast Sinquefield

That view was echoed by the few remaining Democratic state legislators from northeast Missouri, who -- while glum over their party's losses -- contended that the Republicans controlling the state Capitol cared only about corporations and rich people.
The handful of remaining rural Democrats, who dubbed themselves "the survivors," reflected on their predicament during Saturday morning's news conference.

State Rep. Ed Schieffer, D-Troy, asserted that wealthy financier Rex Sinquefield -- the state's largest individual donor to campaigns -- is "the most dangerous man in politics today" because Sinquefield is influencing legislators to press ahead with his call for ending the state's income tax and replacing it with a higher sales tax.

A group backed by Sinquefield has submitted nine different initiative petitions -- all certified by Carnahan -- to make the tax switch, if the Legislature fails to act. Sinquefield said the tax shift, called the "fair tax," would spur economic growth. Critics disagree, saying it will further drain government coffers and simply reduce taxes on the wealthy.

Schieffer and state Rep. Paul Quinn, D-Monroe City, said that the lack of limits on campaign donations since 2007 has allowed wealthy donors to control too much of the actions in the state Capitol. Quinn said that many of his GOP colleagues appeared to be "bought and sold."

The victims, contended the Democrats, are the elderly, middle-class and low-income Missourians who rely on public services that are being cut in Jefferson City to give money back to corporations in the form of tax cuts.

For example, asked Schieffer, "Where are we getting the money to pay for the OATS bus?" OATS, short for the Older Adults Transportation Service, is used by more than 30,000 elderly Missourians. Schieffer said he's had to tell local operators that no additional money is available.

Most of the (state) programs being cut are the social programs,'' he continued. "If the corporations and those with big incomes'' are not paying the taxes to cover the costs, "it falls on the middle class."

Carnahan told the brunch crowd that the issue was fairness and "shared sacrifice." Her objection, she continued, was that too much was being "dumped on one segment of society."

McCaskill brought Saturday night's crowd to its feet as she exhorted fellow Democrats to continue pressing their defense of working Americans. "We are going to fight for the middle-class from now until our breath is no longer in our bodies."

Republicans, she added, are going to accuse Democrats of "waging class warfare. They always say that when we fight back." 

State Democratic Party to collect signatures for proposed 2012 ballot measures

By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter 

Posted 5:35 pm, Sat., 3.5.11 

As it retools from last fall's losses, the Missouri Democratic Party is dispatching its grassroots activities to collect signatures on several initiative petitions that the party and its allies believe can help turn the tide.

New state Democratic Party chairman Susan Montee said Saturday that the party will be actively working to get proposals on the 2012 statewide ballot that would:

-- Allow no-fault early voting in Missouri, which now is among a minority of states that don't offer it. Voters can cast absentee ballots for six weeks before the election, but by law they are supposed to meet certain requirements.

-- Restore state campaign-donation limits, although at a higher level than when the Legislature and then-Gov. Matt Blunt tossed them out in 2007. Montee said the proposed initiative petition was submitted Friday to the secretary of state's office.

-- Reduce the size of the Missouri House to 103 members from the current 163. Missouri's House is among the largest in the country.

Although Missouri political parties have often taken stands on ballot measures, it's rare for them to actually coordinate the campaigns to get the issues on the ballot.

Montee, who lost her re-election bid for state auditor last fall, said in an interview that Democratic leaders decided in December that the party needed to get involved in issues as well as candidates.

The reason is obvious, Montee said. After last fall's losses, Democrats are so heavily outnumbered in the state House and Senate that "if we have an agenda, the only way to advance it is to go directly to the voters."

Montee said that the plan calls for using the party's congressional and county committees to collect signatures. And she acknowledges that will be quite a task.

Because all three proposals likely would be constitutional amendments (the donation-limit proposal may be a statutory change), advocates will need signatures from roughly 147,000 to almost 160,000 registered voters, in total, from at least six of the state's nine congressional districts. The number of signatures depends on which six districts are selected.

A ballot measure seeking a change in state law would require just over 90,000 signatures.

Montee said that the party hopes to conduct training sessions at Jackson Days, the regional Democratic event held in early April in Springfield, and to have at least some petition signature-collection sheets ready for distribution.

Missouri labor unions, a traditional ally of the state party, might also be tapped to help collect signatures. Some leaders already have called for backing the proposal to reduce the size of the Missouri House, in part reflecting anger over the effort of some Republicans to pass a right-to-work measure this session that would bar closed union shops.

Montee said that the Democratic Party is focusing on the financial benefits of reducing the size of the Missouri House, now the nation's fourth largest. Fewer members would save the state about $5 million a year, she said

No-fault early voting long has been favored by Democrats, and some Republicans, because it gives registered voters more options and more time to cast their ballots.

Several proposed initiative petitions to allow early voting have been submitted to the secretary of state's office. The proposals are in court, Montee said, because of disputes over the ballot language. The wording must be resolved before signatures can b

As for campaign-donation limits, Gov. Jay Nixon has been among the Democrats who have decried their elimination. Nixon noted that the state's former limits were created after more than 70 percent of Missouri voters approved even stricter limits in 1992.

The GOP-led elimination of the old voter-approved limits is one of the examples cited by Democrats as examples of Republicans ignoring or overturning the will of the voters. Speakers at this weekend's Democrat Days also point to the current Republican push to curb the minimum wage increases mandated by a ballot measure OKed by more than 70 percent of the voters in 2006.

But there is a split even within Democratic ranks on the issue of whether and when it's appropriate for the legislature to change laws enacted via initiative petitions.

Voters narrowly approved last fall the measure, known as Proposition B, that imposes restrictions on dog breeders.

But several rural Democratic legislators are involved in the post-election efforts to alter Prop B, because most rural counties overwhelmingly opposed the measure out of fear that it might lead to similar regulations regarding the care of farm animals.

Montee doesn't foresee a Democratic split on any of the three initiative-petition drives that the party is about to conduct.

For Zweifel, future offers reason to smile

BY JAKE WAGMAN • St. Louis Post-Dispatch | Posted: Saturday, March 5, 2011 1:39 pm

HANNIBAL, Mo. -- Visiting northern Missouri for his party's annual conclave, State Treasurer Clint Zweifel is about two hours from both his new home in Columbia, and his old home in St. Louis.

But the first-term state office holder seems more at ease than ever addressing Democratic faithful, some who see in him a glimpse of the future.

At Democrat Days -- the yearly gathering of Missouri Dems in Mark Twain's hometown -- Zweifel is that rare Missouri Democrat who is neither dusting himself off from a beating in November, or fretting about his prospects in 2012.

Zweifel was swept into office in the Democratic wave of 2008, and, so far, Republicans do not seem especially inclined to launch an aggressive challenge against him.

Even though Zweifel has begun raising money at an increased clip, he's also embraced the role of serving political chicken soup to a party still shaking off the lumps from last year's election.

And it seems to be doing the trick.

"The smile of his lights up a room," said State Rep. Ed Schieffer, from Troy. "I'm so proud."
Zweifel left his own State House seat before his term limit to run for state treasurer, an office he captured by defeating Northwest Missouri Republican State Sen. Brad Lager.

The son of a union carpenter and a hair dresser, Zweifel moved from Florissant to Columbia after his election, a switch that allows him to avoid the Jefferson City overnight stays that are the bane of many state lawmakers and their families.

Of course, what most Democrats are interested in is his next stop politically.

If he's elected again next year, he'll only be in his early 40s when that term is up. The last three Democrats elected governor have all, like Zweifel, come from the ranks of state officeholders.
If Zweifel has any larger aspirations, though, he's keeping quiet about them.

"There's going to be a lot of politics that's going to happen between now and 2012," Zweifel said Saturday. "The key is to keep our eye on the ball."

Later, Zweifel was at a brunch featuring new State Party Chair Susan Montee and Secretary of State Robin Carnahan, both of whom absorbed tough losses last year. It's time, Zweifel said, to move past Nov. 2, 2010.

"It's important that we don't draw too many conclusions from one day," Zweifel said.

A weekend however -- especially Democrat Days -- seems just about perfect for speculation. 

Health rules confuse small businesses

BY STEVE GIEGERICH • St. Louis Post-Dispatch | Posted: Sunday, March 6, 2011 12:15 am

It's been 26 years since Lew Prince paid the first premium to provide health insurance for the staff of his small business, Vintage Vinyl in the Delmar Loop.

Back then, Prince sought to honor his father — a New Jersey labor organizer — by meeting the needs of a valued employee awaiting the delivery of his first child.

"Everyone should have health care in a civilized country," Prince says.

That principle has guided Prince every year since, even as his annual payout for health insurance to cover his 17 employees has ballooned to $60,000.

Soon — as national health care reform legislation moves closer to implementation — thousands of other small-business owners here and nationally will have to follow Prince's lead to comply with federal mandates.

Small businesses have long struggled to shoulder the costs of employee health insurance, a reality that underscored the high rates of uninsured workers that sparked the most controversial federal legislation in half a century. With the law looming on the horizon — no matter what form the law takes once the courts and Congress stop tinkering with it — small business owners remain as confused and divided on the issue as the rest of the country.

The business lobby has generally blasted the bill, arguing that expensive mandates may spin off a whole new set of problems for business owners, which could trickle down to their workers — or the workers they decide not to hire because of increased costs. The entrepreneurs' dilemma takes on greater weight as a weak and still jobless recovery plods forward, with many experts speculating that only widespread small business hiring will jump-start a stagnant job market.

"It is safe to say that this law has been one of the largest disincentives to hiring over the past several years," said Amanda Austin, director of federal public policy for the National Federation of Independent Business.

Still, a significant number of small-business operators — disenchanted by the current system and fast-rising health care costs — are willing "to give it a chance," according to state Rep. Chris Molendorp, the Kansas City-area Republican shepherding enactment of the federal legislation through the Missouri Legislature.

What's clear is that huge numbers of workers employed by small businesses are currently uninsured, leaving them dangerously vulnerable to illness — or to the often steep costs of procuring coverage on their own. A 2010 survey by the Small Business Majority found that 72 percent of firms with 10 to 25 workers provided their employees with full or partial coverage.

Another survey, this one commissioned in 2009 by the Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality, concluded that about 41 percent of businesses with fewer than 50 employees offer health insurance.

On average, single coverage for employees cost those businesses about $4,600, while the premiums paid for to cover families skyrocketed the prices to $12,000.

UNCERTAINTY
Business owners' anxiety stems from several new provisions in the law, Austin said, beginning with skepticism over the portion of the reform act that provides a tax credit of up to 35 percent for small private businesses providing coverage to employees.

The Small Business Majority estimates that 4 million small firms are eligible for the maximum tax credits — which are part of the first phase of the health care act rollout. More than 85,000 of those businesses are situated in Missouri.

But many small-business owners fear the long-term financial repercussions once the incentive package expires in six years, Austin said. Of equal concern is the belief that the tax benefits won't offset the cost of providing partial or full coverage for their employees.

Entrepreneurs also fret over another clause that mandates employers to cover the cost of health insurance for businesses with more than 50 employees. Those that choose not to provide it will be assessed $2,000 per worker.

The assessment would reimburse the government for subsidies to the health benefit exchanges, the collectives each state is establishing to provide insurance to Americans who cannot otherwise afford coverage. Eventually, businesses of all sizes would come under the same mandate.

Three years before it goes into effect, the assessment is already chilling hiring in the retail sector, says Burt Garland, an employment attorney with the St. Louis office of Ogletree Deakins.

"They are reluctant to expand payroll because of this provision," he said.

Small manufacturer Bob Farrar, the owner of Lunar Tool in St. Louis, says a threshold that could impose assessments for employers with more than 50 workers has the potential to slow hiring.

"I'm nowhere near 50 employees, so I haven't spent much time thinking about it," Farrar said. "But at the same time, we're growing and we have plans to grow in the future. And when you get to the magic number of 49, will it really make that much of a difference? You really need to ask yourself that question."

TRAIN WRECK?
It is just one of many questions small businesses are grappling with as they struggle to understand the nuances of the 2,500-page health bill — along with the potential fallout from the various legal challenges to the legislation.

In a late 2010 survey of small-business owners by the Small Business Majority, only 31 percent of the respondents said they understood how the health care insurance exchanges will work. Just 43 percent were familiar with the eligibility requirements for health care act tax credits.

Austin and others note that small-business bewilderment over the health care act coincides with the expectation that the entrepreneurial sector will be needed to extract the U.S. from an employment crisis that is expected to run through at least 2013. And the confusion can't help but dampen hiring.

"All of this combined makes for an uneasy situation for business owners and uncertainty about what costs might be incurred between now and 2014," said Austin.

Others are more optimistic. Molendorp, the chairman of the House Insurance Committee, acknowledges that the sprawling and acutely politicized federal legislation has its problems. But so, too, does the current health care landscape.

Small-business operators have long struggled with the challenge to both balance the books and provide valued employees with health coverage, Molendorp points out. He should know. In addition to his legislative duties, Molendorp is also the president of a small, family-owned insurance agency.

His tenure on a local hospital board provided Molendorp with additional insight into the cost of providing adequate health care for the uninsured from a different perspective.

"The whole thing is a train wreck on both sides," he says, referring to consumers and health care providers — with the business owner caught in the middle.

Michael McRaith, the director of the Illinois Department of Insurance, contends that the "extremely dysfunctional" current system provides the best reason for U.S. employers and employees to overcome their reservations about health care reform.

But before the full breadth of the affordable care act reaches the workplace, it must first withstand the challenges to its legitimacy in state and federal courts, not to mention on the floor of the U.S. House of Representatives.

Austin's organization, the Washington-based National Federation of Independent Business, was among the 26 states and other plaintiffs that won a first round of challenges to the health care act when a Florida federal court judge agreed earlier this year with their contention that the mandated health care is unconstitutional.

EXCHANGE OF PACE
On the state front, Missouri and Illinois are taking the first steps toward implementing the benefit exchanges.

Molendorp, keenly aware of his party's opposition to the health care act, has introduced legislation to begin the process of establishing the exchanges in Missouri. "I have a caucus that is not too thrilled about Obamacare," he said wryly.

Still, Molendorp notes that his "job as a public official is to deal with what is placed on my desk. This is a federal mandate. And until the Supreme Court rules otherwise, it is our obligation to move forward."

Molendorp envisions Missouri exchanges modeled on travel websites that provide customers with a wide range of options on price, service and availability. "If you've been to a farmers market or to Travelocity, you've been to an exchange," said Molendorp.

"We're going to put our own stamp on it," he said. "It can be market-oriented, it can be efficient, and it can accomplish what everyone agrees needs to be done by providing transparency, improving portability and allowing easier cost comparison for consumers."

In Illinois, Department of Insurance director McRaith and the state Legislature are embarking on a what he calls the 'soft beginning" for that state's insurance exchanges. The first step in that process, the establishment of a Health Reform Implementation Council, is already under way.

For Prince, the owner of Vintage Vinyl, reform can't come soon enough. In the past, figuring out employee coverage — and how to pay for it — has been a labor-intensive affair. "I spend a month a year (each November) doing math on health insurance instead of making money for my company," said Prince.

Prince favored the government-run alternative to private insurance coverage known as the public option — which didn't pass amid intense opposition — and so he doesn't believe the health care measure goes far enough. Besides, in his early calculations, he believes he might actually save money under the new regulatory regime.

Using a website calculator the Small Business Majority structured to help owners navigate the health care reform maze, Prince estimates he's eligible for an $8,400 tax credit. He reports it took far less than a month of number crunching to figure that out.

Republicans hold quorum in Missouri; Democrats could not succeed at Wisconsin-style holdout

11:00 PM, Mar. 5, 2011

Written by Roseann Moring SPRINGFIELD NEWS-LEADER 
Question: Could Missouri Democrats leave the state to hold up votes on restricting unions like legislators have done in Wisconsin and Indiana?
Answer: No.

Democrats don't have enough members in either Missouri chamber to stop that chamber from establishing a quorum.

And the sergeants-at-arms are authorized to bring legislators from anywhere -- paid for by the legislator.

So even though Missouri is debating similar "right-to-work" legislation that would affect unions, Democrats won't be able to hold up votes by taking refuge in other states.

Members of the House are considering putting an additional burden on absent lawmakers. Majority Leader Tim Jones, R-Eureka, has proposed HR900, which make it so that a legislator who leaves the state to avoid voting would get fined an amount up to their daily pay.

"I don't think they should be on the taxpayer dime," Speaker Steve Tilley said.

Posted on Sat, Mar. 05, 2011 

Rizzo-Royster primary investigation stalls

By JASON NOBLE
The Star’s Jefferson City correspondent 

JEFFERSON CITY | A Missouri House investigation into alleged irregularities in a state representative primary has been stalled for weeks and may never get off the ground, lawmakers say.

A special House committee was formed in January to look into a complaint filed by Will Royster, who lost the Democratic primary last year for Kansas City’s 40th District. 

Royster lost by a single vote to John Joseph Rizzo, who went on to win the general election and is now serving in Jefferson City. 

But Royster alleged numerous problems with the conduct of the primary and the handling of the vote recount that followed. He initially filed a lawsuit challenging the result, but the case was thrown out, leading to the complaint with the House.

The House has wide latitude to investigate complaints and to discipline or even expel members.

However, since January the committee looking into the complaint has held no formal hearings and apparently has had little private discussion of the matter. 

Its chairman, Rep. Tim Jones, a Eureka Republican, said he had provided information on the situation — primarily documents from Royster’s lawsuit — to committee members but hadn’t heard much in response. 

“No one from the committee has come to me with any further inquiries or questions,” Jones said, noting that a reporter’s questions on Thursday were the first he had heard of the issue in about a month.

His next step, he said, will be to meet with them individually to see if a formal hearing and subsequent action is necessary, or if the matter can be dropped.

“At this point I don’t see that it’s going to be a major, complicated issue,” Jones said.

Royster, meanwhile, said he hopes the investigation will gain momentum as the legislative session progresses.

“I had absolutely no expectations that they would look at this until they finished their scheduled agenda,” he said. “I do, however, expect them to pick it up once they get through the bulk of the session.”

Rizzo said he considered the matter essentially settled and had turned his attention fully to legislative work.

“It’s been put in my rearview,” he said.

Crafty lobbyists outplay unwary state lawmakers

BY JAKE WAGMAN St. Louis Post-Dispatch | Posted: Sunday, March 6, 2011 7:00 am 

ST. LOUIS • Two weeks into the Missouri legislative session, state Rep. Ellen Brandom introduced a measure that targeted extra-large marijuana cigarettes.

Brandom, a tough-on-crime Republican from near the Bootheel, sponsored a bill that would add "blunt" wraps - cigar-size tobacco leaves often used to roll marijuana joints - to the state's list of drug contraband.

No sooner did the measure reach the House than a crop of lobbyists emerged to oppose the bill.

And, just like that, the blunt ban went up in smoke.

Stogies packed with weed are hardly among the state's most pressing issues. But for a novel lesson in how Jefferson City sometimes operates, the blunt battle is hard to beat.

The restriction was part of a larger attempt by the cigar industry to throw an elbow at rivals in the rolling paper business that could cut into its sales. The bill was written by the cigar industry and submitted verbatim by a sponsor who says she didn't realize the "friend" pitching the legislation was a tobacco lobbyist.

When opposing lobbyists joined the fray, Brandom dropped the bill, conceding later that she didn't properly understand what she had sponsored.

The episode illustrates the immense pull enjoyed by lobbyists in the state Capitol. Term limits designed to ensure fresh blood in the Legislature give advantages to seasoned lobbyists, who know more about the legislative process than many lawmakers.

Lobbyists aren't just pushing new laws - as the blunt bill shows, they can be the sole reason behind them.

"The average Missourian would probably be shocked if he or she knew how things really worked down there," said Dan Duncan of the St. Louis branch of the National Council on Alcoholism and Drug Abuse. "It's symptomatic of whatever you want to call it - the ugly underbelly of government operations."

The Missouri blunt wrap bill is part of a national tobacco tug of war, with cigar distributors taking aim at products that allow customers to roll their own smokes. Often, the packaging and marketing material for the wraps are thinly veiled appeals to marijuana users.

The cigar industry has, unsuccessfully so far, backed legislation in Arizona, Hawaii, Arkansas and New Jersey, among other states, that would outlaw blunt wraps in certain circumstances. In identical wording, the bills define a blunt wrap as "an individual tobacco wrapper, also known as a wrap or roll-your-own cigar wrap, that is made wholly or in part from tobacco." A similar bill was approved by the Illinois Senate but earlier this year failed in the House.

The legislation in Missouri sought to group blunt wraps with bongs, roach clips and "cocaine spoons" as drug paraphernalia, making it a criminal misdemeanor to possess the wraps with intent to use them for smoking marijuana.

Brandom, the Sikeston Republican who sponsored the legislation, also has submitted a bill that would require drug testing for welfare recipients. On her campaign website, she says she supports strengthening sentences for drug offenders "at all costs."

‘IT WAS A TOTAL MESS'
That, however, is not why she sponsored the blunt wrap measure. In an initial interview, Brandom told a reporter she sponsored the bill after "friends" expressed concern about the issue. Later, when pressed, she acknowledged there was only one friend: lobbyist Sam Licklider, who has represented the Cigar Association of America since 2004.

"I just did it as a friend," Brandom said. "That's why I called him my friend. I did it, and it was a total mess."

Brandom said the idea of preventing children from using marijuana appealed to her, but she didn't realize that, because blunt wraps are made of tobacco, they are already off-limits to anyone under 18.

She also said she didn't know Licklider is a lobbyist for the Cigar Association, although the information is readily available on the state Ethics Commission's website.

"I'm not trying to be devious. As far as I'm concerned, I misunderstood what I was doing," Brandom said. "It's my fault - I take full responsibility."

Brandom's bill, introduced on Jan. 18, set off a frenzy of activity from opponents. The Louisville, Ky., company that sells Zig-Zag brand wraps hired a Jefferson City lobbyist on Jan. 24, and another on Jan. 31.

On Jan. 27, the Roll Your Own Cigar Association hired lobbyist John Britton, whose representation of Anheuser-Busch has made him one of the most powerful figures in Jefferson City through the years.

The head of the Roll Your Own association is an executive in the company that distributes Royal Blunts brand "EZ-Rolls" in grape, sour apple and "wet mango" flavors.

Britton, who also represents the video game and movie industries, confirmed that the Roll Your Own group enlisted him to fight the blunt bill.

"They want to make sure they aren't banned or overly taxed or something like that," Britton said.

‘$44 A CARTON STUFF'
Marijuana smokers aren't the only ones that use blunt wraps, Britton insisted. Wraps, he said, are a cheaper alternative for the cost-conscious cigar aficionado.

"Just like you can roll your own cigarette, to get away from that $44 a carton stuff," Britton said. "And somebody might have discovered, ‘Hey, I can roll grass in there.' "

The way Brandom tells it, Britton's lobbying firm did not need to do much to defeat the bill. As soon as a Britton associate, lobbyist Matt Hill, approached Brandom, she assured him his work was done. "I said, ‘Matt, that bill's history. Don't even think about it,'" Brandom recalled.

Steve Carroll, a former state representative hired to lobby for Zig-Zag, said he cautioned other lawmakers that the bill was not an anti-drug crusade, as it may have seemed. "This is nothing more than a market share grab," Carroll said. "It's about the almighty dollar, and not anything illegal that's going on."

While the bill would not have necessarily made it against the law to sell blunt wraps in Missouri, the stigma of being listed among drug paraphernalia could hurt sales. Also the bill does not address prepackaged cigars, which can be converted to blunts by emptying out the tobacco. Some of the most common brands for making blunts - Phillies, Dutch Masters - are distributed by one of the Cigar Association's largest members, Altadis U.S.A.

In Missouri, the blunt bill was referred to the House crime committee, where a wary chairman never gave it a hearing. "I was not impressed," the chairman, Rodney Schad, R-Versailles, said. "It looked like it restricted capitalism instead of preventing crime."

The bill's brief life may offer a lesson in how powerful veteran lobbyists can be in a Legislature full of newer members.

TERM LIMIT LIMITATIONS
Because of term limits approved by voters in 1992, lawmakers can serve a maximum of eight years in both the House and Senate. The result is that some veteran lobbyists have decades more experience than lawmakers such as Brandom, who was elected in 2006.

For instance, Licklider, the cigar lobbyist, has been lobbying Jefferson City since the current House speaker, 39-year-old Steve Tilley, was in elementary school.

The concern, Schad says, is that lobbyists will use that experience gap to promote the interests of their clients - at the expense of persuading a friendly lawmaker to sponsor flawed legislation.

"We have an enormous amount of institutional knowledge in our lobbyists, rather than in our legislators," Schad said. "It is a real problem."

The imbroglio over blunt wraps was unusual only in that it pitted two deep-pocketed tobacco interests against one another.

Duncan, the director of community services at the St. Louis office of the National Council on Alcoholism and Drug Abuse, said that his agency has been fighting for years to raise the tax on cigarettes but that tobacco lobbyists had thwarted their efforts.

"They can do things for legislators that those of us in the social services like me can't begin to do," Duncan said.

Duncan said his agency supports curbs on marijuana paraphernalia, often sold at head shops with a wink and a nod. But in the case of the blunt bill, drug prevention advocates didn't even have a chance to stake a position. Brandom officially dropped the bill on Feb. 24. Licklider said it was because she was "concerned about all the hoopla."

But it may be too early to score a victory for the rolling paper lobby. Though the measure has been officially withdrawn, many new laws enacted in the Legislature are cobbled together piecemeal, rather than in standalone bills. Before the session ends in May, lawmakers will see a flood of legislative proposals searching for a second chance - and that's where lobbyists such as Licklider truly earn their keep.

"There are always amendments," he said. "Not saying it's going to happen. Not saying it won't happen. There are just all sorts of possibilities out there."

Senate gets bill to cap minimum wage

11:00 PM, Mar. 5, 2011

Written by Roseann Moring  SPRINGFIELD NEWS-LEADER 
Jefferson City -- A bill that would repeal a 2006 voter initiative by capping the state minimum wage has moved to the Senate, where its prospects are uncertain.

The bill was a goal of House leadership, but their Senate counterparts haven't made it as much of a priority. Senate President Pro Tem Rob Mayer said he didn't know when -- or even if -- the chamber would take up the bill.

"Others have been a greater priority for me," he said.

The bill would cap the state minimum wage at the federal level, which is $7.25 now. It would effectively overturn a 2006 voter initiative, which, according to the ballot language, would "increase the state minimum wage rate to $6.50 per hour, or to the level of the federal minimum wage if that is higher, and thereafter adjust the state minimum wage annually based on changes in the Consumer Price Index."

Because of the CPI provision, the state wage could conceivably rise above the federal wage if the federal wage doesn't go up.

That is not projected to happen for several years. According to Congressional Budget Office estimates, the underlying state wage won't increase above the federal level until 2015, when it is projected to be $7.35.

Rep. Jerry Nolte, who sponsored the House cap, said increases in the minimum wage would force businesses to lay off workers or delay hiring. And a coalition of business groups has made this one of its top priorities.

"The economic times are certainly dramatically different," said Nolte, R-Gladstone.

But opponents of the bill say that giving low-wage workers more buying power stimulates the economy.

The House passed the bill 92 to 60.

The only adjacent state to have a minimum wage higher than the federal level is Illinois. It is one of 17 states with a minimum wage higher than the federal standard, according to the federal Department of Labor.

The case for repeal

Proponents say many businesses would struggle to pay above federal minimum wage and that struggling businesses aren't good for workers. If businesses cut back on jobs because of labor costs, workers will suffer.
The proposal is one of six priorities that a broad coalition of business groups has dubbed "Fix the Six." They say the six measures would help bring jobs back to the state.

Richard Moore of the Missouri Chamber of Commerce and Industry said in a Senate committee hearing that the economy has made it difficult for businesses to hire more people, and it would be even more difficult if pay went up.

"We are in a recession," he said.

House leadership and others say they don't think the voters knew they were approving a cost-of-living adjustment.

"I wonder how many people sat down and read all four pages," said Floor Leader Tim Jones, R-Eureka.

Rep. Shane Schoeller, R-Willard, said the General Assembly fixed a glitch a few years ago that drove up overtime costs for some police and fire departments.

He said voters weren't upset about those changes and he saw this "fix" in a similar way.

Nolte said he's not sure if voters would approve this change in the law, but "(the original vote) would turn out differently," he said.

The initiative passed by an overwhelming margin of 76 percent for vs. 24 percent against. At the time, the federal minimum wage was only $5.15 an hour and had not changed since 1997.

Some proponents of the cap see minimum wage jobs as those for high schoolers -- they believe most people who make that much money do not have to support a family.

"That's how I got my start," said Rep. Lyndall Frakker, R-Marshfield.

The case against change

A Senate proposal would put the issue to the voters again. But the version that the House passed does not do that, and House Democrats were critical of the bill's supporters.
"What part of 'the people have spoken' don't you guys understand?" said Rep. Jake Zimmerman, D-Olivette.

And several Republicans voted against the bill. Rep. Don Phillips, R-Kimberling City, said he couldn't vote to undo something voters overwhelmingly passed.

"I'm representing the district first" he said.

Reps. Lyle Rowland, R-Cedarcreek; Ray Weter, R-Nixa; and Sara Lampe, D-Springfield, also voted against the measure.

Opponents say that many minimum wage workers are adults who support a family.

According to studies, about 60 percent of minimum wage workers are the heads of the household, and a little less than a quarter have children.

A full-time minimum wage worker makes about $15,000 per year. That's about $3,000 less than the poverty level for a family of three.

St. Louis business owner Lew Prince said he pays his workers more than minimum wage. But if he were going to adjust their wages upward with the cost of living, he would have to sell two more CDs per day at his shop, Vintage Vinyl.

"If I can't figure out how to increase my sales $28 a day, I probably shouldn't be in business," he said.

He said the minimum wage increases are worth it, to him.

"It keeps people who are barely staying above water from drowning," he said.

Missouri groups differ on impact of discrimination measures

Bills would limit amount of damages plaintiffs could win.

11:00 PM, Mar. 5, 2011

Written by Wes Duplantier   The Associated Press 

Jefferson City -- Changes to Missouri's employment discrimination law could make it harder for victims to win cases against their former employer and would limit the amount of damages that plaintiffs could take home if a jury found in their favor.
With the legislation nearing final approval in the Senate, business groups and human rights advocates in the state are at odds about what the new laws will mean for businesses and employees.

The legislation would also limit the amount of damages that plaintiffs could win. The proposals would allow plaintiffs to collect back pay, with interest, but would limit punitive damages based on how many people work at the company being sued. The limits range from $50,000 for a company with six to 100 employees to a maximum of $300,000 from companies with 500 or more employees.

The House passed a bill to make the changes last month. The Senate gave first-round approval similar legislation this past week.

Anti-discrimination advocates say the caps on potential damages would take away the power of judges and juries to decide what award is just after hearing a victim's testimony.

Osage Beach attorney Samuel Trapp said the damage limits would let businesses potentially budget for wrongful termination suits.

"You've established a price for discrimination," he said of the damage limits.

Business groups say capping awards and changing the legal standard in such cases would merely match Missouri's laws to federal standards. The groups say that would give businesses more certainty about the extent to which they could be found liable.

Ray McCarty, president of Associated Industries of Missouri, said that that certainty would help draw companies to Missouri from other states in which standards differ from federal law. With those companies, he said, will come jobs.

McCarty disputed the notion that companies would use the damage caps in the legislation to plan the extent to which they would break law.

"I don't think companies would sit down and do a cost-benefit analysis on discrimination," he said.

AIM spokesman Nathan Dampf, said large jury awards in some discrimination cases had made businesses owners hesitant to make personnel decisions that were in their business' best interest.

"We don't want the employee to not be justly compensated," he said. "But in some of these totally erroneous decisions, you're seeing huge judgments."

Bills in both chambers of the legislature would also change the legal standard people must meet when they sue their employer in state court alleging that they were wrongfully terminated for discriminatory reason.

Plaintiffs would have to prove that discrimination was a "motivating factor" rather than a "contributing" factor in their firing. A 2007 ruling established the latter criterion as the standard in state courts.

St. Louis attorney Kevin Dolley, who argued the 2007 case to the Missouri Supreme Court, called the proposed changes "an unfortunate step backward."

He said the court had changed the standard because Missouri lawmakers had wanted plaintiffs to have more protections under the state's law.

"They were simply creating the standard that complied with the original drafters' intent which is that there should not be any discrimination in Missouri," he said in an interview last week.

Karen Buschman, a spokeswoman for the Missouri Chamber of Commerce, said the pending the law still punishes employers if they allow discrimination in the workplace. She said the laws should be set by elected officials rather than a judge's interpretation.

"The intent (of the pending legislation) is to make Missouri's law outlawing discrimination mirror the federal law," she said. "In the last five to seven years, the courts have absolutely altered our law."

Modifying the law topped a list of half a dozen pro-business changes the Chamber has lobbied legislators to make this session.

Calling the pending legislation "devastating," Mary Ratliff, the NAACP Missouri Conference Chair, said changing the law in hopes of spurring job growth was unfair because women, minorities and people with disabilities have to deal with increased intolerance.

"That is a sacrifice that we feel is unacceptable," she said.

Charter school funds missing 

BY ELISA CROUCH •  St. Louis Post-Dispatch | Posted: Sunday, March 6, 2011 12:05 am 

ST. LOUIS • The teachers are gone. The classrooms that once held hundreds of children are empty.

School administrators also have stopped coming and going from Paideia Academy, nine months after the charter elementary school in the College Hill neighborhood in north St. Louis was shut down by the state.

Missing, too, is nearly a half-million dollars in state and federal money - tax dollars that only school organizers had access to. It's cash that flowed from taxpayers to state and federal coffers, then through the Missouri Department of Elementary and Secondary Education to the charter school. It came at a rate of about $6 million to $7 million a year.

The money was to be used for such things as school lunches, special education services, textbooks and summer school for Paideia campuses in north and south St. Louis.

But when Paideia (pronounced pie-DAY-uh) lost its charter on June 15, after years of academic failure, it no longer provided these services for its 524 students. Buses were no longer needed to transport them. Teachers were not needed to teach them.

Even so, the Missouri Department of Education made no attempt to retrieve and redistribute more than $454,000 that state finance records show was left in the school's bank account on June 30, state officials have said. Administrators at Paideia made no attempt to return the money. And no record produced by the state shows how it was spent, or whether any of it remains.

"I can tell you it wasn't spent on the kids, because there were no kids," said Ron Shaw, a former Paideia employee.

A federal investigation into the school is under way, the Missouri Department of Education confirmed. The state auditor's office has also asked questions.

"We are aware of the situation surrounding Paideia Academy and have been in contact with the Department of Elementary and Secondary Education on the matter," said Gary McElyea, spokesman for Missouri Auditor Thomas Schweich.

Fred Robinson, president of the school's board of directors, wouldn't answer questions from a reporter on how the leftover money was spent but said an annual audit submitted to the state contained "all the information you need to know." The audit, due Dec. 31, still has not arrived at the Missouri education department, a spokeswoman said.

The situation highlights what many regard as a weakness in the state's charter school laws, and a reluctance among state officials to step in and enact administrative rules when state statutes fall short.

In the case of Paideia, state regulators didn't have the authority to take back unspent money, state education officials say.

Charter schools are independent public schools. They use public funds to operate but are not subject to all of the rules, regulations and statutes that apply to traditional public schools.

Without a charter, which outlines the school's mission and standards, a school cannot receive public money.

According to the U.S. Department of Education, the state education department is responsible for redistributing whatever federal dollars remain when a charter school closes.

But in Paideia's case, state education officials say their hands were tied. The school legally became a nonprofit organization the day it lost its charter, and the state education department "does not have statutory or regulatory authority to intervene in the financial holdings of a nonprofit organization providing charter school services," said Michelle Clark, department spokeswoman, in an e-mail.

In the 11-year history of charter schools in Missouri, five have closed. In several cases, the schools had failed financially and had no leftover funds.

But in 2005, Thurgood Marshall Academy at 4300 Goodfellow Boulevard closed with money in the bank. The Missouri education department did not step in to take back leftover funds, saying there was no policy dictating how to do it.

The following year, William Dent, the board president, was convicted of stealing more than $7,000 from the school before it closed, including $800 in school lunch money.

Unfulfilled hopes
Paideia opened in 2001 as St. Louis Charter Academies. Its organizers - including current lieutenant governor and then-state Sen. Peter Kinder and several pastors - vowed to open four tuition-free private schools for 3,000 children who wanted an alternative to the city's failing public schools.

Two campuses opened that fall. Eventually the school became Paideia Academy, which operated as a charter school at 5223 North 20th Street and at 7604 Michigan Avenue in the Carondelet neighborhood on the south side.

Like thousands of parents who have chosen charter schools, parents who sent their children to Paideia were looking for an alternative to struggling city schools. Paideia offered smaller class sizes, more personal attention and little bureaucracy.

"Despite what people say about Paideia, Paideia was very nurturing to the children," said Deborah Jones, who worked there as a counselor.

Even so, the school was rife with infighting and poor test scores. Last school year, the school ranked among the four worst charter schools in the city based on standardized test scores. In most grades, fewer than 10 percent of students tested proficient in reading or math.

In June, the Missouri University of Science and Technology pulled its sponsorship of Paideia, citing the lack of learning. Later that month, the state Board of Education did not renew Paideia's charter, citing its lack of a sponsor.

Payments kept coming
The day Paideia lost its charter, state financial records show, the state education department transmitted $25,210 in Title I money to the school. Title I money goes to schools with large concentrations of students living in poverty. The money is to go toward improving teaching and learning for those children.

In September, three months later, more federal money, including stimulus dollars, was transmitted by the state to the school - $16,311, $3,899, $13,623, and $2,931, finance records show.

When those payments were made, state officials knew Paideia had a fund balance of more than $400,000 after it lost its charter. Mark Van Zandt, attorney for the department, indicated in an e-mail that the transmittals were not a mishap. The payments to Paideia were made to reimburse the school for expenditures in the 2009-10 school year, he said.

"Payments to Paideia Academy were made in the same manner as payments for other local education agencies, both school districts and charter schools," he wrote.

Except for the federal stimulus money, the state made no other payments to Paideia after June 30, state financial records show.

From all appearances, school organizers kept spending money after the school lost its charter. Administrators continued to answer the phone. Crews began building red brick posts and installing iron fencing around the school's north city campus.

In August, signs appeared in south St. Louis announcing that Paideia would open a school in a new location, inside the vacant Lyon School building owned by St. Louis Public Schools. Paideia had lost its lease on its Michigan Avenue building.

Executive director Brenda Johnson-Pruitt appeared in radio spots and 30-second television ads, which showed children working on computers and interacting with teachers.

"Prepare your child for the best life possible with the best education available at the Paideia School," she said in the 30-second television spot. "The Paideia School is a tuition-free public school with campuses in north and south St. Louis."

She encouraged parents to enroll their children. And that month, an enrollment station was set up inside the administration building on North 20th Street.

But contrary to Johnson-Pruitt's claims, Paideia never had a lease agreement with the school district to use Lyon School. The day a newspaper article exposed the situation, school officials reversed course and told parents Paideia would not reopen and to enroll their children elsewhere.

It was then that the Missouri auditor's office received a tip that something at the school was awry.

McElyea declined to comment further about any investigation.

Federal officials also would not elaborate on any investigation into the school. The state education department is not a subject of that investigation, sources say.

Contacted Thursday on her cell phone, Johnson-Pruitt said she was at the dentist's office and couldn't talk. She did not answer phone calls or return a message Friday.

New rules proposed
The unknowns surrounding Paideia and its leftover money have charter school supporters pushing for stronger laws in the Legislature.

A pending House bill would make the sponsor of a charter school responsible for determining what happens with leftover funds if the school were to close.

"We want to have really clear guidelines around charter school closure," said Cheri Shannon, executive director of the Missouri Charter Public School Association. "I have been really troubled by that with Paideia."

Since the first of the year, neighbors say the traffic of people at the administration building, which continued for months after the school lost its charter, has stopped.

The doors are locked. But the lights inside the school building are still on, and a mop is propped up in a hallway, visible from a side door. A faded mural still hangs over a door of the school. "Enroll Now," it says. "Classes begin Aug. 20th." Anyone who calls the number on the mural will learn that the phone has been shut off.

The last reported activity at the school was on Dec. 3, one former teacher said. That day, she said, school administrators invited former teachers and staff to the administration building for a Christmas party.

UM presidential search committee to hold public forums

COLUMBIA MISSOURIAN  By Victoria Guida
March 5, 2011 | 3:34 p.m. CST

COLUMBIA — The search for a new University of Missouri System president has officially begun.

The UM presidential search committee held its first forum Thursday in Portageville, and the second will be held from 11 a.m. to 12:30 p.m. Monday at the University of Missouri-St. Louis. It will be posted online after the event.

At the forum, stakeholders are invited to share their opinions on qualities the committee should look for in a new president. There will be five additional forums in the next two weeks.

Interim UM System President Steve Owens, who assumed office after Gary Forsee stepped down in December, said in a recent interview that the new president will need a sense of humor, as well as leadership and interpersonal skills and an understanding of Missouri and Missouri residents.

“I don't know that prior association with the state of Missouri or the University of Missouri is a requirement, but it would be a good asset if they have that,” he said.

Warren Erdman, chairman of the search committee, said he does not have any preconceived notions about what the next president will be like.

“I’m looking for the most qualified and the most passionate person,” he said. “I’m less hung up on what their background is and where they came from. I’m more interested in the individual.”

Erdman said the search process will have three stages: developing a consensus among stakeholders about the qualities the new president should have, finding candidates who have those qualities and then narrowing down those candidates to one person.

He said he expects the first period of the process to end April 1, when the search committee will begin advertising the position with qualifications agreed upon by stakeholders. The second period, he said, usually lasts two or three months.

“It depends on how successful you are in finding candidates that meet those qualifications,” Erdman said.

Betsy Rodriguez, UM vice president of human resources, said at the previous Board of Curators’ meeting that presidential searches typically last between six and 12 months.

The Board of Curators organized the presidential search committee and also agreed to hire a search firm at its previous meeting. Erdman said the committee will probably announce which search firm has been chosen on Monday.

Posted on Sat, Mar. 05, 2011 

States seek to ban dangerous ‘bath salts’

By BRAD COOPER The Kansas City Star 

TOPEKA | The plastic packets are labeled “bath salts,” but don’t be fooled.

Marketed with catchy, soft names such as “Ivory Wave” and “Cloud Nine,” these faux bath salts contain potent powders that will get you high and could send you into a paranoid, delusional spin that might leave you dead.

“It’s kind of like fake cocaine, fake meth, but it’s causing symptoms that are nowhere near fake,” said Anthony Scalzo, medical director of the Missouri Poison Center at Cardinal Glennon Children’s Medical Center in St. Louis.

The so-called “bath salts” are the latest wave of legal highs — similar to the synthetic marijuana K-2 — that states are combating with new laws. It’s an emerging problem in the metropolitan area, where there have been reports of two suicides and many young people addicted to the drugs.

“It’s a pretty significant problem in the Kansas City area,” said Jeremiah Morris, senior forensic scientist at the Johnson County Sheriff’s Office. “We have large shipments that are coming into Kansas City that we can’t do anything about.”

Sgt. Tim Witcig, supervisor of the Metro Meth Unit of the Kansas City Police Department, said “the stuff is everywhere.”

Although called bath salts, they’re nothing like the legitimate minerals, Epsom salts and fragrances some people pour into the tub at the end of a stressful day. 

It’s more like a cousin to cocaine or methamphetamine. It can be snorted, injected or eaten. And it’s legal, at least for now, in Missouri and Kansas.

Legislatures in both states are moving to outlaw the compounds that are mixed with an otherwise harmless powder. Louisiana, Florida and North Dakota already ban such products, and several others are moving in that direction.

Last December, the U.S. Justice Department sounded the alarm when it warned about the increasing abuse of the drugs. Last month, the White House drug czar said they posed a serious health threat to children.

“The marketing and sale of these poisons as ‘bath salts’ is both unacceptable and dangerous,” said Gil Kerlikowske, director of the Office of National Drug Control Policy.

The powders — equal in size to a crushed aspirin — sell from $19 to $50 at convenience stores, gas stations, smoke shops or over the Internet. By comparison, a 20-ounce jar of real bath salts is available at many stores for about $4 to $5.

Efforts by The Kansas City Star to reach the distributors and makers of the products for comment were unsuccessful.

The sellers are “distracting you with the notion that this is a bath salt when it’s really not,” said Scott Collier, spokesman for the Drug Enforcement Administration. “They’re just trying to draw you in, so they’ll call it something that it’s not.”

Packages of the drugs are even labeled to warn against human consumption, authorities said.

“No one that’s buying this is putting it in their bath. They couldn’t afford to,” said Detective Frank Till, who has investigated the drugs for the St. Joseph Police Department.

The substance can get the heart pumping so fast that some users have said it felt like their chests might explode. It can also leave users highly agitated, paranoid, irritable and experiencing hallucinations.

Reported cases of adverse reactions to the synthetic drugs include:

•A 29-year-old St. Joseph man who killed himself last fall after using bath salts that caused him to have hallucinogenic conversations.

•A Mississippi man who sliced his face and stomach with a skinning knife after getting high on bath salts.

•A 21-year-old KU student who was killed after he ran onto Interstate 35 near Salina in December. A container of bath salts was found on him. Authorities are awaiting the results of a toxicology report.

•A 22-year-old St. Louis man who injured his hand when he punched holes in the wall of his home after going on a six-day bath salt binge. He reportedly thought someone was watching him from behind the walls.

John Moody witnessed first-hand the toll bath salts can take. His son, Jarrod, fatally shot himself in St. Joseph last October after taking the drugs for more than two weeks. Jarrod had a history of drug addiction, his father said, but he appeared to have beaten it after taking a new job two years ago.

But then everything changed.

Suddenly, Jarrod would start having conversations with nobody. He couldn’t sleep and would barely eat.

“Things were just going downhill so fast,” his father said.

Days before he died, it appeared as if Jarrod had lost 30 pounds. His cheeks were sunken. He had dark circles under his eyes, and he shook uncontrollably.

“It brought tears to my eyes, he looked so bad,” Moody said of his son. “He looked like walking death.”

The sister of Elijah Taylor, who was killed on I-35 in Salina, also blamed her brother’s death on bath salts.

Brandy Taylor told lawmakers in recent testimony that the drug caused a panic attack in which her brother started screaming and hallucinating. He fought with his best friend and ended up being left on the side of the road.

When he tried to flag down a ride, he was hit by a van.

Calls to poison control centers nationwide also are steadily increasing — more than 600 this year so far connected to bath salts. That’s more than double the calls received last year.

There have been at least a dozen calls to KU Hospital’s Poison Control Center about the drugs, said Tama Sawyer, the center’s director. The Missouri Poison Control Center has received 40 calls so far this year about adverse reactions to the drugs. The center received only 18 calls in all of 2010.

Although bath salts appear to be pervasive in Johnson County, it’s not translating into a lot of seizures by law enforcement because the substance isn’t illegal yet and it’s still so new.

With K-2, it took police about six months to realize it was showing up in schools, the Sheriff’s Department’s Morris said.

“With bath salts, it’s about the same thing,” he said. “It’s taken us a while to recognize there’s a problem and recognize exactly what they’re using. We’re starting to pick up on it, and we’re working as quickly as we can to figure out ways to address the problem.”

What to look for in users of “bath salts” 

•Racing heart beat 

•Extreme elevations of blood pressure

•Extreme agitation or anxiety

•Hallucinations

•Changed personality or depression

•Sleeplessness, loss of appetite

•Paranoia

•Aggression or disturbed behavior

•Strange eye movements

•White powder on lips or nostrils

Mental health services limited locally

Sunday, March 6, 2011
By Melissa Miller ~ Southeast Missourian

A patient arrives in a local emergency room after having made a serious attempt to take his own life by swallowing too many pills. 

Doctors rush to get the dangerous drugs out of the patient's system, preserving his physical health. But they know he clearly has a mental health problem that must be treated to truly save his life. 

When the patient wakes up, doctors plead with him to agree to stay in the hospital's psychiatric unit, but he refuses. 

That's when the waiting begins. 

Since involuntary psychiatric care services at Southeast Missouri Mental Health Center in Farmington, Mo., shut down last fall, local doctors are having a difficult time finding a hospital that will accept patients like this one. 

"It happened all at once," said Dr. E. Lee Taylor, vice president and chief medical officer at SoutheastHealth. "That was a lot of beds that became unavailable concurrently on the involuntary side. Now we have very few of those places left to call." 

Southeast Hospital has approximately 15 beds for voluntary psychiatric care, but patients must agree to treatment, and many times those suffering from a mental illness won't, Taylor said. 

When doctors think a patient needs involuntary psychiatric treatment, they contact a probate judge, who reviews medical documentation and can then order treatment. 

Hospital officials wouldn't specify how long it can take to discharge a patient to an involuntary psychiatric facility, just that they "often must wait a long time." 

The closest hospitals to Cape Girardeau that will accept involuntary psychiatric patients are Poplar Bluff Regional Medical Center and Mineral Area Regional Medical Center in Farmington, Mo. If those beds are full, patients may have to go as far as Springfield, Mo., Taylor said. 

Finding transportation for patients from Cape Girardeau to the hospital they're being transferred to also contributes to the delay, Taylor said. 

"You may have to wait hours and hours to have transportation available. The result is you occupy a bed in the ER for a long, long time, even though you're not physically acutely ill," he said. 

These mentally unstable patients do not pose a risk to others in the ER, however, according to a written statement from SoutheastHealth. Its emergency room has three specially designed doors and cameras to closely monitor psychiatric patients, Taylor said. 

The Southeast Missouri Mental Health Center, operated by the Missouri Department of Mental Health, had a psychiatric emergency room and a 60-bed short-term psychiatric care treatment facility that closed in August. Similar facilities at Metropolitan Psychiatric Center in St. Louis closed at the same time as part of an effort to reduce state spending by $9 million. 

"A major factor in this decision is that Federal regulations prohibit Medicaid reimbursement to state psychiatric hospitals that provide acute inpatient care, while community hospitals who provide acute inpatient psychiatric care do not face the same limitations," said Bob Bax, Missouri Department of Mental Health director of public and legislative affairs. 

The space previously used for short-term psychiatric care is now used for minimum-security, long-term psychiatric patients. These inmates were previously housed in "inadequate facilities" at the Fulton State Hospital, Bax said. 

Taking action 

Community hospitals are taking action to fill the void created by fewer state beds, but neither Cape Girardeau hospital stated any plans to expand psychiatric services. 

"Private hospitals face the same human and physical resource challenges that forced the Southeast Missouri Mental Health Center in Farmington to close," according to a statement from SoutheastHealth. 

Saint Francis Medical Center declined to answer questions on mental health care. 

Missouri had fewer than 22 psychiatric beds for every 100,000 residents, according to a 2008 study by the Missouri Hospital Association. 

In 2006, 60,527 Missouri emergency room patients were diagnosed with a mental disorder, the same study showed. 

In an effort to offset the loss of short-term involuntary psychiatric facilities, the Department of Mental Health is providing $3 million to Southeast Missouri mental health providers annually to "enhance community-based care and improve coordination and speedy access of services across inpatient and outpatient mental health services," Bax said. 

Community Counseling Center in Cape Girardeau is one of seven Southeast Missouri agencies to receive a portion of this funding. 

This funding will help provide increased capacity for appointments, mobile outreach through special crisis teams, crisis stabilization services where patients receive intense daily treatment at a place like Community Counseling Center rather than being admitted to a hospital, Bax said. 

Health care providers in Southeast Missouri are meeting with Department of Mental Health on a regular basis to evaluate the success of these efforts, Bax said. 

Lawmaker wants state to pay for elk damage 

By CHRIS BLANK • Associated Press St. Louis Post-Dispatch | Posted: Sunday, March 6, 2011 12:05 am

JEFFERSON CITY • Conservation officials are bringing elk back to the state for the first time since the Civil War. Now, some lawmakers want the agency to pay for damage the animals cause.

The state Conservation Commission this past fall approved a plan to restore wild elk in a 346-square-mile protected zone in parts of Shannon, Carter and Reynolds counties. Up to 150 animals could be introduced into a largely wooded area of southeastern Missouri this spring.

The plan has prompted opposition from farmers and others who raised concern about crop damage, spreading disease to livestock and accidents with vehicles.

Rep. Rodney Schad, R-Versailles, has sponsored a bill to require the Department of the Conservation to own the elk in Missouri and to pick up the tab for damaged crops and pastures, sickened livestock, trampled fencing and wrecked vehicles after collisions with elk. Landowners would be allowed to kill elk that damage their property. A House committee last week approved his bill.

Conservation officials said that in North America, wildlife is not considered to be owned by anyone and can be enjoyed by all. They said the legislation would establish a dangerous precedent for the ownership of other wild animals such as deer, turkeys and squirrels. The department said it was unsure how much it could be forced to pay out under the legislation.

Nixon names his campaign manager

Steve Kraske. KC STAR PRIME BUZZ BLOG

Gov. Jay Nixon today named Oren Shur as his 2012 re-election campaign manager.

Shur was campaign spokesman when Nixon won the 2008 governor’s race.

He is to begin work in the next few weeks, a Democratic Party official told Prime Buzz.

The key here: Nixon’s campaign is gearing up EARLY in the 2012 cycle. His likely opponent: Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder, who was in town today talking about his lawsuit against the new federal health care reform law.

Shur has spent the past few months at the Democratic Governors Association, helping the committee gear up for the 2011 and 2012 campaign cycles. 

St. Louis area residents push to keep 3 seats in Congress 

BY TONY MESSENGER • St. Louis Post-Dispatch | Posted: Saturday, March 5, 2011 12:20 am

CLAYTON • Don't kill the golden goose.

That was the overriding message of city and county leaders from the St. Louis metropolitan area at two congressional redistricting hearings Friday. As the state Legislature considers how to redraw the state's political boundaries by the May 14 end of the session — reducing the current nine congressional districts to eight — lawmakers heard from a parade of St. Louis area residents that the region still deserves three members of Congress.

"Let's make sure we don't kill the goose that laid the golden egg," said Jeff Rainford as he testified before a House committee at the St. Louis County Council chambers. Rainford, chief of staff to St. Louis Mayor Francis Slay, joined County Executive Charlie A. Dooley in describing the St. Louis metropolitan region as the key to Missouri's economic engine. Both men pointed out that the region produces 42 percent of the state's income.

"It would be unfortunate if you dilute the voting power of the urban and suburban districts," Rainford told a House committee led by Rep. John Diehl, R-Town and Country.

Speakers at Diehl's hearing from both Jefferson and Lincoln counties — which are among the fastest growing areas in the state — agreed that they wanted to stay connected to the St. Louis region in terms of their congressional representation.

"Please do not divide us," said Janet Engelbach, chairman of the Jefferson County Republican Central Committee.

At the morning hearing of the Senate committee led by Sen. Scott Rupp, R-Wentzville, a parade of black city residents asked lawmakers to make sure that African-Americans in the city continued to have proper representation.

"When you're drawing the map, take into consideration who actually stayed in the district, who lives here, who wants the community to survive," said the Rev. Sammie Jones, of the St. Louis Clergy Coalition.

Because of federal law, those redrawing the congressional districts must protect the 1st District — represented by Rep. William Lacy Clay, a St. Louis Democrat — which has a high percentage of black voters.

But at least one resident urged the committee to not shift all the black voters in the St. Louis region into Clay's district.

Attorney Eric Vickers, who once ran against Clay's father, said that black voters would maintain more clout if they also had pockets within the other congressional districts in St. Louis.

Whether that ends up being two or three districts is likely to be a major issue as lawmakers trade various maps and determine the boundaries of Missouri's new eight congressional districts, each which will have to have about 748,000 voters.

Political science professor David Kimball of the University of Missouri-St. Louis, said the census numbers added strength to the idea of St. Louis maintaining three congressional seats. While St. Louis and St. Louis County each lost population, the surrounding areas gained, and the metro region has about 2.1 million people, nearly the proper number for three districts, Kimball said.

Federal law says that the new maps, which will have to be passed by the Legislature and signed into law by Gov. Jay Nixon, must be compact and contiguous and consider communities of interest.

Dwight Janson of South County blamed the rising national deficit on the historically partisan process of redistricting, where the political parties conspire to draw safe seats for their incumbents. Voters would actually have more say, Janzen said, if districts were drawn to specifically be competitive and diverse.

The next step is for the committees to begin debating possible maps.

Participants at Poplar Bluff redistricting hearing advocate keeping district rural

Sunday, March 6, 2011
By Donna Farley ~ Daily American Republic

POPLAR BLUFF, Mo. -- Preserve the rural nature of Missouri's 8th Congressional District -- that was the message area residents gave the House Special Standing Committee on Redistricting, which met Thursday at Three Rivers College. 

The Poplar Bluff stop marked the third hearing of four held across the state in recent weeks. Legislators must decide how to reduce Missouri's nine congressional districts to eight following a 2010 census count that left the state 15,000 residents short of the amount needed to maintain all seats. 

The committee, which includes District 154 Rep. Todd Richardson, R-Poplar Bluff, will add about 90,000 people to the boundaries of the 8th District. It currently contains almost 657,000 people, and all districts must have 748,615 when maps are redrawn. 

"I feel very strongly compelled to implore you to keep this congressional district rural," first speaker and Three Rivers President Devin Stephenson said in his testimony. "We don't need counter-competing missions with metropolitan areas of this state. The last thing we need is to be gobbled up, pushed on a back burner, overlooked or treated second-class in a district that is filled with the demands of a metropolitan culture." 

This sentiment was echoed by small business owners from Butler County, as well as residents of Farmington and St. Francois County. 

It is vitally important the 8th District be kept rural, testified Greater Poplar Bluff Area Chamber of Commerce president Steve Halter. Under its current representation by Rep. Jo Ann Emerson, a Republican, the district has received support in meeting infrastructure needs, such as making U.S. 67 four lanes, and promoting economic development. 

Nate Kennedy of Poplar Bluff offered another opinion, telling the committee redistricting should make congressional elections more competitive, with lines drawn to create a close 50/50 divide on partisanship. 

"In the last few years, we've seen a lot of anger toward Congress and high incumbency rates," Kennedy said. "I think it would make things better if Congress had to listen to their constituents more. ... Make congressmen work harder for their seats." 

The overwhelming testimony in the recent hearings has been to keep rural districts rural, said committee chair state Rep. John J. Diehl Jr., R-Town and Country, following the hearing. 

Richardson said legislators have a challenge in trying to add more than two times the population of Butler County to the 8th District. Butler County ranks fourth in population among the district's 28 counties, which stretch from portions of Taney County west to Mississippi County in the east and from Washington County in the north to Dunklin County in the south. 

It would be inappropriate to speculate now, he said, if the district will need to take on part of a metropolitan population to gain that many people. 

Conjecture across the state has centered on how the Republican-controlled Senate and House could use this opportunity to solidify or improve the party's position in Missouri's congressional districts. 

"My experience with this committee so far is that it has not been a partisan process," Richardson said. "I think the committee is more focused on ensuring adequate representation than politics." 

The committee needs to draw a map both sides can support because it still requires the signature of a Democratic governor, Diehl pointed out. If the governor vetoes the new district lines, Republicans would need the support of some Democrats to achieve the two-thirds majority needed to override the veto. 

A panel of federal judges will take the matter out of state hands if Missouri is unable to reach a consensus on the geography of new districts. That is something that has happened in the past, Diehl said. 

The next committee hearing will be tonight in St. Louis. Next, state representatives will put together options and hear further public comment on those options at meetings in Jefferson City. They say maps will be completed by the end of the 2011 legislative session in May. 

Selling off unused federal property could save $15 billion

By Robert Koenig, Beacon Washington correspondent  

Posted 3:42 pm, Fri., 3.4.11 

WASHINGTON - For decades, the seven buildings on the Hardesty Federal Complex in Kansas City were used as a U.S. Army quartermaster depot. The 18-acre property was vacated in 1999, but it took the federal government until 2007 to put it up for sale.
Nearly four years later, the property is still for sale.

The Hardesty buildings are among the 14,000 federal government structures now designated as "excess," and thousands of others -- more than 30,000 other structures, according to the Government Accountability Office (GAO) -- that are underused.

With the government paying billions of dollars a year to maintain those vacant or underused properties, it would seem like a no-brainer to sell them to the highest bidder. But so much red tape is involved in selling federal property -- more than 20 requirements apply -- that it often takes years to accomplish.

This week, responding to pressure from cost-conscious lawmakers who have been pressing for years to streamline those sales, the White House announced a new proposal to cut through the red tape and political considerations that have clogged the sale of excess federal real estate.

Jeffrey Zients, deputy director for management of the Office of Management and Budget (OMB), said the proposal, which must be approved by Congress, would create an independent board of experts, called the Civilian Property Realignment Board, to speed the sale of unneeded properties and suggest ways to consolidate federal offices.

Emily Barocas, an associate administrator of the General Services Administration (GSA) -- which, as the federal government's landlord, manages most of the 1.2 million federal properties across the country -- told the Beacon that her agency supports the White House plan because it "will expedite and simplify the process of getting rid of unused or underutilized federal properties."

It's the same approach used by the Department of Defense's Base Realignment and Closure Commission, which has closed or consolidated scores of military installations. Under that model, the new commission would present its recommendations to Congress in a package to be voted on in an up-or-down manner, with no changes.

Zients said the system would help "cut through the red tape and politics that prevented the federal government from getting rid of unneeded real estate for far too long -- and save taxpayers upward of $15 billion over the next three years." He said the White House plans to "work with Congress to make this commonsense reform a reality."

With several Republicans as well as Democrats calling for a sell-off of unused federal properties at a time when budgets are tight, the prospects for congressional action seemed good. U.S. Sen. Mark Kirk, R-Ill., said he supports the concept of a civilian property board to expedite the sales.

"Given our deficit, the government should sell its unused property to reduce our debt," Kirk said in a statement to the Beacon. "In 2007, the General Services Administration identified over 13 million square feet in unused, rentable space that should be sold to the private sector. A Civilian Property Realignment Board should handle these sales."

One of the most persistent Republican proponents of a sell off of unused federal property, Sen. Tom Coburn, R-Okla., said through a spokeswoman Friday that he backs the concept and it should be bipartisan support.

"Any proposal to stop the billions of taxpayer dollars perpetually wasted on funding unused government-owned property is one that [Coburn] will support," said Becky Bernhardt, the deputy press secretary for Coburn.

In an email to the Beacon, Bernhardt said "the time to make effective oversight priority and make these cuts was years ago."

Sen. Claire McCaskill, D-Mo., "supports the OMB proposal, as well as similar proposals introducted by Sen. Coburn in the last Congress," a spokeswoman said Friday.

Among U.S. House members likely to be involved in hearings is U.S. Rep. Russ Carnahan, D-St. Louis, who is a member of the House Transportation and Infrastructure Committee's subcommittee on Economic Development, Public Buildings and Emergency Management.

A spokesman for Carnahan said Friday that the congressman is interested but wanted to see the details before taking a position. "It seems like a commonsense way to save taxpayers money," said spokesman Sam Drzymala. "But we want to make sure there would be no adverse impact on jobs in the St. Louis region."

Impact in St. Louis not yet clear

While the White House map of underused federal properties showed that some were in the St. Louis region and elsewhere in Missouri and Illinois, GSA officials said the full list of sites would not be released until later. 

In the meantime, the Hardesty complex in Kansas City offers an example of the red tape that delayed any sale. After the complex was vacated in 1999, it took until 2007 for the GSA to get federal permission to sell and then the OK from Jefferson City to be able to transfer the site to a new owner, who would be required to file an environmental cleanup plan with the state Department of Natural Resources.
But finding a buyer has proved to be difficult. "Environmental conditions at that site have made it difficult to sell or transfer," GSA spokesman Charlie Cook said in an email. "We've recently completed additional studies and are preparing to try again on a public sale."

In Missouri, the federal government owns 63 buildings -- not including post offices or active military bases -- with a total of about 10 million square feet, according to the GSA's regional office.

Of those federal properties, 48 buildings with about 6.5 million square feet of space are in the St. Louis area. The largest of those properties are the Robert A. Young federal office building and the Thomas F. Eagleton Courthouse downtown. Each has about 1 million square feet; both are fully used and would not be put up for sale. But some smaller federal properties might end up on the block. The area's largest complex of federal buildings is at 4300 Goodfellow Blvd. in north St. Louis, which houses offices of several Defense Department and Agriculture Department agencies.

Why does it take so long to sell federal property?

The current system has erected too many barriers to selling empty properties, the OMB says.
For one, federal agencies sometimes can't afford the short-term costs involved in selling an asset. The OMB's plan fixes that by giving the proposed board the power to manage a fund that can cover such upfront costs.

Another problem, says the OMB, is the more than 20 requirements that the GSA must meet before it can sell federal property -- no matter how smal. The process takes at least a year to dispose of any property and can waste huge sums in maintenance costs. 

Politics also is involved, with local members of Congress at times using their influence to try to stop or direct a sale. An independent board, with the power to package sale recommendations and submit them to Congress without changes, would prevent political interests from slowing down or stopping property sales.
"Red tape, financial barriers, political interests -- that's why the government owns thousands of properties it doesn't need and is wasting taxpayer dollars," the OMB's Zients told reporters this week.

Under the current system, the GSA's Office of Real Property Utilization and Disposal either conveys unused federal properties to "eligible recipients for a public purpose" or sells the properties "by competitive bid to private individuals."

That system is cumbersome, and GSA's Barocas said the agency "fully supports the president's proposal for a Civilian Property Realignment Board and looks forward to working closely with the board to responsibly save taxpayer money."

Zients said creating the new board is only one step the OMB is considering to try to streamline the federal government's landlord role.

"Beyond clearing out this backlog of properties the government doesn't need, there are opportunities to make the federal government's real estate footprint smaller," Zients said. "Companies in the private sector have made significant changes in how they manage their real-estate portfolios, using strategies like telework and co-location, and leveraging the internet and other technologies. For the most part, government agencies haven't kept up and still manage their real estate portfolios the way they did in the pre-internet era."

Hartzler to Obama: Enforce the Defense of Marriage Act

Steve Kraske. KC STAR PRIME BUZZ BLOG

Missouri Congresswoman Vicky Hartzler is the lead sponsor of legislation calling on President Obama and his Department of Justice to respect the law and enforce the Defense of Marriage Act. 

“President Obama’s decision to order his Justice Department to stop defending DOMA is not a surprise but it is disappointing,” Hartzler said.

“Once we start going down the road of selectively enforcing our laws we are headed for chaos. President Obama took an oath to uphold the laws of the United States and he is breaking his word to the American people.”

“The 1996 Defense of Marriage Act was enacted through large majority votes in both the House and Senate and was signed into law by President Clinton,” added Hartzler.

“President Obama is subverting the will of the representatives of the people. The good citizens of the 4th Congressional District are expected to follow the law and President Obama should not put himself above the law.”

In 2004, Hartzler served as state spokesperson for the Coalition to Protect Marriage, which supported Missouri’s defense of marriage amendment. That amendment passed with the support of 71 percent of the state’s voters.

US Senators Join Nixon in Disaster Declaration Request

(Washington, DC) -- US Senators Claire McCaskill and Roy Blunt say they've sent a letter to President Obama asking for more federal aid following last month's blizzard.

Earlier this week, Governor Jay Nixon requested Obama to declare 64 counties in Missouri a federal disaster area. It would bring public assistance to those counties, and hazard mitigation grant assistance to the entire state.

Nixon declared a state of emergency prior to the blizzard, activating the Missouri State Emergency Operations Plan.

The Missouri National Guard was also activated across the state. And an executive order allowed the Missouri Department of Transportation to help local crews clear roads.

After the blizzard, President Obama authorized the Department of Homeland Security and FEMA to identify, mobilize, and provide at its discretion, equipment and resources necessary to alleviate the impacts of the emergency.

"I am asking the President to issue a major disaster declaration," said Nixon, about the latest request, "so that communities burdened with the extremely high costs for emergency protective measures and snow removal can recover some of their expenditures."

Affected counties: Adair, Andrew, Audrain, Barton, Bates, Benton, Boone, Buchanan, Caldwell, Callaway, Camden, Carroll, Cass, Cedar, Chariton, Clark, Clay, Clinton, Cole, Cooper, Dade, Dallas, DeKalb, Grundy, Henry, Hickory, Howard, Jackson, Johnson, Knox, Laclede, Lafayette, Lewis, Linn, Livingston, Macon, Madison, Maries, Marion, McDonald, Miller,  Moniteau, Monroe, Montgomery, Morgan, Newton, Osage, Pettis, Pike, Platte, Polk, Pulaski, Putnam, Ralls, Randolph, Ray, St. Clair, Saline, Schuyler, Scotland, Shelby, Sullivan, Vernon and Worth.

Full text of letter
Dear Mr. President:

Governor Jay Nixon, on March 1, 2011, requested a major disaster declaration for the State of Missouri as a result of the severe storm system and snowstorms which moved through the entire state from January 31 to February 5, 2011.  This storm produced high winds, sleet, ice and heavy snow.  The storm included white-out conditions that necessitated the closures of Interstate 70 from Kansas City to St. Louis and Interstate 44 from Springfield to the Oklahoma border.  Areas across the state reported snow accumulations as high as 23 inches and ice accumulations of up to one inch.  According to the National Weather Service and National Climatic Data Center, nearly half of Missouri's counties experienced record or near-record snowfall during this period.  In light of this historic event, we respectfully urge your speedy approval of Governor Nixon's disaster declaration request.

Specifically, the Governor has requested Public Assistance (including snow removal) for 62 affected counties (of these the Governor has requested an additional 24 hours of snow removal for seven counties that meet FEMA criteria); Public Assistance (not including snow removal) for two counties; and Hazard Mitigation grant assistance for the entire state. 

In light of the multiple disasters that have affected our state in the past twelve months, it is our hope that you will grant Governor Nixon's request in a prompt manner, to help state and local governments recover from this most recent disaster.  Along with our fellow Missourians, we eagerly await your decision on this request for assistance.

Sincerely,

Claire McCaskill

Roy Blunt 

Right-to-work spurs jockeying among GOP candidates

By VIRGINIA YOUNG  St. Louis Post-Dispatch | Posted: Friday, March 4, 2011 2:16 pm

JEFFERSON CITY -- The idea of making Missouri a "right-to-work" state sparks strong emotions. So it's no surprise that political candidates are weighing how the issue might play in their own elections.

At the GOP's Lincoln Days last weekend in Springfield, former state Treasurer Sarah Steelman came out strongly for the legislation, which would outlaw contracts that make union membership or fees a condition of employment.

Steelman, an economist, told the Republican State Committee that Missouri could better compete for jobs if the legislation passed.

"Why should anyone be forced to join an organization they don't want to join and that doesn't represent them?" she asked.

Steelman is running for the U.S. Senate. She needs to bolster her standing in the party's conservative base to defeat Tea Partier Ed Martin - and possibly others -- for the Republican nomination.

Steelman also doesn't have much to lose by antagonizing unions; they're apt to be firmly in Democratic Sen. Claire McCaskill's camp in the general election.

Meanwhile, Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder said in an interview at Lincoln Days that he hasn't yet staked out a position on the right-to-work issue.

Kinder is widely expected to run for governor. He appears to have the GOP field to himself. He needs to court independent voters, including urban residents and union members for whom the right-to-work issue might carry great weight.

The funny thing about both Steelman's and Kinder's remarks was that their records tell different stories.

Steelman, who now sounds anti-union, was considered friendly to labor during her time in the state Senate, from 1999 to 2004.

In 1998, union officials helped her beat Sen. Mike Lybyer, D-Huggins, who had alienated labor with his opposition to collective bargaining for public employees.

Steelman said in 1999 that she was "very open to issues involving working men and women" and was likely to support a collective bargaining bill with a strong no-strike provision. She preferred to exclude teachers from the bill. It never came to a vote.

Labor officials say Steelman also generally sided with them on building trades issues, such as prevailing wage laws and project labor agreements, which typically give unions control over hiring and job-site rules in return for a no-strike pledge.

"She was more of a friendly voter, a moderate voter in the Senate," said Herb Johnson, secretary-treasurer of the Missouri AFL-CIO.

By contrast, "Peter Kinder never gave us a vote, no consideration whatsoever," Johnson said.

Kinder, who served in the Senate from 1993 to 2004, led an effort to bar what he called the "forced collection of service fees" from state employees who are represented by unions. In 2004, Steelman joined Kinder in voting to eliminate what unions called "fair-share" fees.

Johnson says the jockeying over right-to-work is understandable. To get past a probable veto from Nixon, some in the Republican-led Legislature want to put the question on the November 2012 ballot - when Kinder and Nixon would face off.

"If you have that on the ballot, you're going to guarantee that every labor person and every labor sympathizer will be voting," Johnson said. "It's going to make a difference."

The issue is expected to come up in the Missouri Senate in the next two weeks.

 

As Nixon defends travel, Kinder defends use of same billing practice

By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter, and Jason Rosenbaum    

Updated 6:01 pm, Fri., 3.4.11 

Missouri Gov. Jay Nixon defended Thursday his frequent travels around the state, saying that voters didn't elect him to "to be cloistered'' in Jefferson City. And by Friday, his likely nemesis for 2012 -- Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder -- was doing some defending of his own.

Nixon, a Democrat, offered up his most spirited defense yet, in the wake of continued Republican attacks about his regular travels around the state. (Click here to see Jason Rosenbaum's video of the governor's comments.)

Nixon discussed the matter after touring Volpi Foods' deli on the Hill neighborhood in St. Louis with company president Lorenza Pasetti. Nixon had stopped by the restaurant to announce an increase in Missouri exports during 2010.

According to documents recently released by the Missouri Department of Administration, Nixon has spent about $400,000 in taxpayer dollars on air travel around the state since taking office in January 2009.

Nixon said that previous governors also traveled frequently around the state because it's necessary to see the public and have the public see their governor. (Click here to read the Beacon's overview of the practices of recent governors.)

Even so, Republicans -- led by Kinder -- have been hammering the governor over the trips' costs, and the fact that the bulk of them were billed to other state agencies.

Nixon's staff maintains that his trips were charged to the agency or department whose activity was the focus of his trip; Republicans and some Democrats say that all Nixon trips should be directly paid by the governor's office so that the trips are more transparent. 

But state travel records show that Kinder, who has traveled on far fewer flights than the governor, also has at times engaged in the same approach for paying for them.

Travel documents released Thursday by the Department of Administration show that Kinder in 2008 flew on at least three flights that appear to have been covered by other state agencies: the departments of Mental Health, Economic Development and the Veterans Commission.

Three other flights were billed to Kinder's office.

The total 2008 cost of Kinder's air travel was about $10,200, according to the department's records.

UPDATE:
 Kinder replied Friday that his use of state planes in 2008, including several trips charged to other state agencies, cannot be equated with the "overuse, misuse and abuse'' of state planes by Nixon.

Kinder said in a telephone interview that all but one of his six flights in 2008 were taken while he was acting governor because then-Gov. Matt Blunt was out of state. Kinder said he was acting governor for more than 100 days during Blunt's four-year tenure, and some of the flights were made at Blunt's directive.

His use of the planes sharply differs from Nixon's, Kinder added. In his case, he said, "this was not the governor hopping on the airplane and flying to Silver Dollar City, or flying to a basketball or baseball game."

Kinder added that it was appropriate for some gubernatorial flights to be billed to other state agencies, if their activities or achievements were the reason for the flight.

 He contended that he has never attacked Nixon on the billing issue, although other top Republicans have done so. (Click here to read the Beacon's most recent story about Kinder's jabs at Nixon's flights.)

Kinder said his attacks at Nixon were directed chiefly at his frequent-flying habit. "He has flown an average of once every three days,'' Kinder said. "I've flown six times in six years."

Some information for this story was contributed by Jason Rosenbaum, a freelance writer who reports on governmental and political issues.
Nixon Promotes Youth Summer Jobs Program
Written by Chasity Mayes Friday, 04 March 2011 

Governor Jay Nixon was on the campus of Missouri State University today to discuss the state’s nationally recognized State Parks Youth Corps program. KSMU’s Chasity Mayes reports.

The State Parks Youth Corps program, referred to as SPYC,-- that’s S-P-Y-C- put several hundred young people to work last summer at Missouri’s state parks and historic sites. The program received national honors in September when it and Nixon were awarded the President’s Award from the National Association of State Parks Directors.

The program will return in 2011 employing Missourians between the ages of 17 and 21 to work at state parks and historic sites.

Nixon says it’s a great opportunity for young people to gain experience and get outside.

“We really believe it’s been a training ground for the outdoor leaders of tomorrow. It’s part of the larger youth and nature initiative that we’re working on. The First Lady is heading that up for me in which we’re working with all of our folks to get people outside. As we say, get outside where you can learn lessons that only nature can teach and outside there are no reruns,” says Nixon.

Today’s event was held in the Anthropology lab in Strong Hall at MSU. Besides providing summer jobs, the SPYC program allows its members to participate in archeological digs. With the help of MSU Anthropology professor Dr. Elizabeth Sobel, some of last year’s participants presented their findings from the Nathan Boone Homestead State Historic Site at today’s meeting. More than 15 Missouri State students worked at the historic site last summer.

Sobel says the SPYC program gives students hands-on experience doing a job they love.

“That opportunity provided fantastic work experience for those students in their chosen field of study. They did routine work. They also all got to participate in research and this is fantastic resume building and networking and confidence building in particular in the fields of study that they have a passion for,” says Sobel.

Nixon added that it’s not too early to apply for this year’s jobs with the youth corps program. Not all available jobs involve being in the heat. They’re looking to fill every position from answering phones to repainting buildings.

For KSMU News, I’m Chasity Mayes.

Records show Engler received little money from MATA

BY REBECCA BERG   St. Louis Post-Dispatch | Posted: Friday, March 4, 2011 1:33 pm

JEFFERSON CITY - Earlier this week, a single Twitter message turned the state Senate into a powderkeg.

Late Wednesday evening, a group of Republicans filibustered a bill that would alter the state's workers compensation laws, a measure being promoted by the Senate's Republican leadership. Sen. Kevin Engler, R-Farmington, was among the Republicans opposed to the legislation.

Engler's stance drew some very public criticism during the debate from James Harris, a Republican consultant and lobbyist, who posted a message to his Twitter account accusing Engler of accepting money from the Missouri Association of Trial Attorneys.

"No one should be surprised that Kevin Engler joined MATA and is filibustering against workers comp reform (SB8). He loves MATA $$," the tweet stated.

Engler noticed the message during debate and addressed the issue on the Senate floor, disputing the claim that he had accepted money from the association.

"I'm saying that James Harris is a liar," Engler said.

Though Harris declined to comment, campaign finance and lobbying records maintained by the Missouri Ethics Commission shed some light on the debate.

In 2010 and so far in 2011, Engler did not accept lobbyist gifts from the Missouri Association of Trial Attorneys, according to records kept by the Missouri Ethics Commission. In addition, records show that the association did not donate to Engler's political coffers last year.

The Association of Trial Attorneys does not only operate a political action committee in its name - it also funds two additional PACs, called MO Freedom and Safer Families for Missouri. The Missouri Association of Trial Attorneys PAC contributes regularly to the other two PACs, and the same treasurer oversees the three committees.

But those groups didn't donate to Engler last year either, nor did he receive gifts from their associated lobbyists. Meanwhile, MO Freedom PAC did donate money in 2010 to a number of prominent Republicans, including House Budget Chair Ryan Silvey, R-Kansas City, Majority Floor Leader Tim Jones, R-Eureka, and Speaker Steve Tilley, R-Perryville.

Engler did receive $500 from MO Freedom PAC in 2009 - the same year the committee made comparable contributions to Sen. Eric Schmitt, R-Glendale, Sen. Kurt Schaefer, R-Columbia, and Senate President Pro Tem Rob Mayer, R-Dexter, among other Republicans.

That said, Engler received some contributions from law-related donors last year, including private law firms; but with more than $460,000 in donations to Engler in 2010, those few contributions are relative drops in the metaphorical bucket. Engler received far more money from other sectors, including health, insurance and business.

In 2008 the Missouri Association of Trial Attorneys donated $75,000 to the Missouri Republican Party, but there is no mechanism to determine how much of that money, if any, might have gone to Engler.

Posted on Fri, Mar. 04, 2011 

Deadline passes on unemployment benefits

By JASON NOBLE
The Star’s Jefferson City correspondent 

JEFFERSON CITY | Missouri lawmakers talked past a deadline this week for extending federal unemployment benefits, but job-seekers won’t feel the pinch — yet.

Thursday was the final day for legislators to tweak state law to accept $81 million in federal aid for the unemployed. The funds allow laid-off workers who have been searching for jobs for more than 79 weeks to continue receiving benefits up to 99 weeks.

Although the deadline has passed, there’s still a three-week grace period. 

“As long as the state reauthorizes within three weeks, folks should not lose their benefits and should not have to reapply,” said Sen. David Pearce, a Warrensburg Republican.

The aid represents a cash injection into Missouri’s economy that will allow the long-term unemployed to pay rent, buy gas and groceries and pay their taxes, he said.

“It makes sense to me to help these folks out through the unemployment process,” Pearce said.

Currently, 13,000 people are receiving the “extended benefits” and 10,000 more are nearing the 79-week cutoff point, said Amy Susan, spokeswoman for the state’s Department of Labor. 

The extended benefits have been available in Missouri for the past two years, and this year’s reauthorization sped through the House, but hit a roadblock in the Senate.

Sen. Jim Lembke, a St. Louis County Republican, halted the bill’s passage for two days this week by taking control of the floor debate and talking until sponsors pulled the bill from consideration. On Thursday, he convinced legislative leaders not to bother bringing it up.

He said Friday he planned to continue blocking the bill indefinitely. Ninety-nine weeks is simply too long to subsidize the unemployed, he argued.

His primary concern, however, is ideological: Lembke said he opposed federal deficit spending and didn’t want to see Missouri acting as an “accomplice” to the “piling on of debt by our federal government.”

“We’ve got to make them look bad by sending this money back,” he said. “They’re sending us money they don’t have, that they’re borrowing from China and from the next generation.”

Pearce, the bill’s sponsor, disagreed, noting that Missouri receives billions in federal money each year — indeed, nearly two-thirds of its budget originates in Washington.

“Where do you draw the line?” Pearce asked. “That’s the question we’ll be debating next week. If any money from Washington is bad, it all must be bad.” 

Although the grace period for extending the benefits lasts until March 27, lawmakers have just two weeks to overcome opposition. The legislative spring break begins March 18, leaving only eight legislative work days before the deadline.

Pearce said he was confident the benefits would be secured.

“I’m willing to spend as much time as we need to to fully debate the issues,” he said.

Missouri welfare bucks spent across the nation

THE PITCH  By Ben Palosaari, Fri., Mar. 4 2011 @ 6:00AM 

Before we all fly off the handle over this story and turn it into a controversy that it's not, let's just remember: Missourians who don't make a lot of money and rely on public aid do travel out of state. It's probably not uncommon for them to leave the state to visit family or possibly to work, or maybe to look into finding work. 

OK, now that we've all acknowledged that and taken a deep breath, holy crap, a lot of Missouri welfare money is spent outside of the state! 

Reporter Chris Nagus at KMOV TV 4 in St. Louis did some public-information sleuthing and obtained documentation of where all Missouri EBT dollars are spent and withdrawn from ATMs. In all, he found that $3,521,974 in welfare cash was spent out of state, and $362,682 was withdrawn in other states. Again, nobody is saying this an indication of fraud or a reason to panic. It's just strange. 

Spreadsheet junkies can sort through the raw data here. 

The station discovered some eyebrow-raising locales where assistance recipients were spending their benefits, including Hawaii, Florida, California and Alaska. A brief rundown from the station: 

In Hawaii, Missouri EBT cardholders spent $2,737 on food in January. During that same time period, there were 6 ATM transactions totaling $175.

In California, Missouri EBT users purchased $69,672 worth of food and withdrew $7,818 from ATMs.

In Texas, Missouri EBT users purchased $139,763 worth of food and withdrew $20,981 from ATMs.

In Florida, Missouri EBT users purchased $84,061 in food and withdrew $9,737 from ATMs.

In Alaska, Missouri EBT users purchased $1,845 in food and withdrew $465 from ATMs.

Alaska? Really? The Missouri Department of Social Services told KMOV that the amount of out-of-state transactions is raising concern, and they audit the federally funded program regularly. Nagus, really working the welfare beat, reports in another story that 22 people were prosecuted statewide last year for welfare fraud. No word on if any recipients were arrested on a beach, though. 

Some Say "Taxpayer Protection," Others Prefer "Cheap Political Stunt"

 (Jefferson City, MO) -- An effort to impose fines equivalent to lawmakers' daily salaries should they one day flee the Missouri Capitol is a taxpayer protection, says House Majority Leader Steven Tilley, R-Perryville.

House Minority Leader Mike Talboy, D-Kansas City, chose a different description in a letter to Tilley sent Thursday.

The measure is an "astounding" display of "pure ignorance of the fact that the Missouri Constitution already renders this tactic impossible."

The law says Missouri legislators need a simple majority to advance legislation, not the super-majority requirement that offered Wisconsin and Indiana minority lawmakers an opportunity to stall bills trying to gut most collective bargaining rights for public workers.

"If you have mechanisms like Wisconsin or like Indiana (where) that is a way to voice that opinion, that's one thing. When you don't have the ability to register your dissent through something that is an extreme measure, you're duty bound to go out and talk about those things…if not you're rendering yourself moot in the process," Talboy said in an interview Thursday afternoon.

And, for that reason, the minority party in Missouri has no incentive to flee the Capitol, he said.

"My concern is…when people leave to skirt their responsibility to represent the people that they were elected to represent.. would they continue to get their paycheck?" Tilley told the Capitol Press Corps Thursday. "If you're leaving to escape your duties… I don't think they should be on the taxpayer's dole. This (plan) is more or less a taxpayer protection…"

Talboy preferred to call it a "cheap political stunt."

A resolution championed by Rep. Sandy Crawford, R-Buffalo, proposing to remove from office lawmakers that attempt to flee their voting duties has yet to gain a hearing in the House.


(Rebecca Townsend, Missouri News Horizon) 

Mo. House speaker backs move to ban Sharia law

By VIRGINIA YOUNG  St. Louis Post-Dispatch | Posted: Friday, March 4, 2011 5:30 pm

JEFFERSON CITY -- House Speaker Steve Tilley threw his support this week behind a bill that, in his words, "maintains that U.S. law shall take precedence in U.S. courts."

While that seems to be stating the obvious, Tilley said such a measure is needed because a New Jersey judge relied on Islamic law, or Sharia law, to rule against a woman whose husband had repeatedly assaulted her.

Tilley said the New Jersey judge referred to the defendant's First Amendment rights as the basis for his ruling, which was overturned by a higher court.

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

The bill's sponsor is freshman Rep. Paul Curtman, R-Pacific. He said in an interview that Missourians "just need to have absolute confidence that a judge is going to render decisions based on our laws."

Asked whether any Missouri judge had based a decision on foreign law, Curtman said: "To my knowledge in Missouri, no. But it's happening in other states. A good leadership trait is to act in a manner that is preventative."

Oklahoma became the first state to ban Sharia from being considered in state courts when voters passed a similar ban last fall.

Cynthia Davis resurfaces in County Ambulance Board race

BY MARK SCHLINKMANN • St. Louis Post-Dispatch | Posted: Friday, March 4, 2011 5:22 pm

ST. CHARLES COUNTY • Just a few weeks after term limits ended her controversial Missouri House tenure, Cynthia Davis is back on the ballot.

She's running for a County Ambulance Board seat in the April 5 election.

Davis, the county's Republican Party chairwoman, is pitted against Dr. Jim Ottomeyer, a chiropractor and political newcomer, for an open seat on the six-member board.

Davis said she got in the race because she has concerns about major budget cuts made by the board in recent months and whether it's been too generous with raises for many employees in recent years. Taxpayers need to be better represented, she said..

"They can do a better job of managing the money," said Davis, who was an O'Fallon alderman before getting elected to the House in 2002.

Davis said she had expected to be challenging incumbent board member Matt Simmons, a Democrat who ran unsuccessfully for her House seat in the November election.

Simmons, though, chose not to seek another term and her opponent turned out to be Ottomeyer.

Ottomeyer, a former president of the O'Fallon Chamber of Commerce, says he like Davis is a conservative Republican who has voted for Davis in the past. Ambulance board candidates run without a party label.

Ottomeyer said he can bring a fresh perspective to dealing with the district's budget crunch and cited his medical and business background.

"It was just kind of a good fit," he said. "The difference between her and I is she's just a career politician who wants to use this to further her political career."

Davis says she's the only candidate with "experience in oversight" of government agencies.

Ottomeyer said Local 2665 of the Firefighters Union, which represents district paramedics and has been active in past board elections, hasn't taken a position yet on this contest.

Jill Kluesner, the district's chief financial officer, said the district's financial problems have increased largely because of a significant growth in the percentage of county ambulance users covered by Medicare and Medicaid.

She said those two federal programs pay less than some private insurance carriers.

Last fall, she said, the district borrowed $1.4 million to deal with a cash flow problem. The money was repaid as property tax revenue came in at the end of the year.

To deal with budget issues, she said, the district board has ended its "compassionate billing" policy in which county residents transported by district ambulances weren't charged the difference between the district's fee and whatever their insurance carrier paid the district. Now bills are sent if insurance doesn't cover the full charge, she said.

She said the district also hasn't been filling vacant positions since last year, has increased the charge for non-emergency runs and is cutting the use of overtime pay.

She added that the union in negotiations on a new contract has tentatively agreed to a pay freeze this year.

Historic Tax Credit Proponents Face Tough Reception In Senate

 (Jefferson City, MO) -- Mike Allen has seen the power of a single building.

"It starts with just that one building," he said. "You revitalized it, you make it a destination. Soon the whole neighborhood has been changed."

The chief financial officer of Rothschild Development, Allen is in the business of restoring historic buildings throughout the St. Louis metropolitan area. His company is one of the driving forces behind the current renovation of the former Coca-Cola bottling plant on Michigan Street, which is being transformed into an apartment and shopping center. Citywide Allen's company has been involved in roughly a hundred commercial and residential property restorations in the last decade.

But most of those projects would never have even gotten off the ground, Allen said, where it not for the state's robust historic tax credit program, the largest of its kind in the nation. He estimated that Rothschild Development has received between $50 million and $100 million in tax credits over the years to rehabilitate buildings that have fallen into disrepair.

That's why Allen and others in his field are up in arms over a push by state lawmakers who say the program cannot be sustained at current levels without forcing severe cuts in other state programs.

A bill put forth by Sen. Chuck Purgason, R-Caulfield, would lower the historic tax credit cap from $140 million to $75 million. The cut is part of a slew of tax incentive changes based on the findings of the governor's tax credit review commission, which looked at a total of 61 different tax credit programs.

Former Sen. Chuck Gross, a co-chair of the review commission, said the current level of state tax credits is unsustainable. Since 1998, the amount of all tax credits awarded by the state has increased 408 percent while general revenue collections rose 13.9 percent. Gross said changes would have to be made to programs across the board.

But proponents of keeping the historic tax credit cap at its current level say it is a valuable economic development tool that is ultimately beneficial to the state budget.

Jim Farrell of the Missouri Alliance for Investment Jobs and Preservation, -- said the credit helps revitalize neighborhoods, leading to new jobs and businesses, which translate into increased income and property tax revenues for the state.

"This tax incentive, this 25 percent tax credit, has produced literally billions of dollars of private investment around the state," Farrell told members of the Senate Ways and Means Committee at a hearing earlier this week.

Farrell fended off criticism that the jobs created only help the construction industry on a temporary basis, saying that continuous projects have helped insure steady employment within construction and that transformed and revitalized neighborhoods help cultivate small businesses.  

While most senators on the committee conceded that the effort to restore dilapidated buildings was admirable, they said current funding is unreasonable. The historic tax credit is one of the three largest tax credit programs in the state. And even at the reduced $75 million cap, it would still be the largest in the nation.

Sen. Brad Lager, R-Savannah, said that with a $500 million budget shortfall looming, cuts need to be made to the historic tax credit, or else other cuts would have to be made to vital social and education programs. Lager criticized Ferrall and beneficiaries of the historic tax credit for their unwillingness to bend to help the state manage its finances during tough economic times.

"I would go as far as saying it's not just the stumbling block, it's the roadblock, and it has been the roadblock for the last several years," Lager said. "I think it is unfortunate that the citizens of this state continue to suffer because a handful of people will not be reasonable about this."

The tax credit reform bill is still working its way through the General Assembly.


(Tim Sampson, Missouri News Horizon) 

EDITORIALS … & Letters to the Editor
Peabody here: St. Louis renews its status as a world energy nerve center

By the Editorial Board St. Louis Post-Dispatch | Posted: Sunday, March 6, 2011 9:00 pm

Solid teamwork converged with St. Louis’ best attributes to keep the headquarters of Peabody Energy in the heart of the St. Louis region.

The Fortune 500 company and high-profile corporate citizen has called St. Louis home for more than 50 years. But with its lease running out on its longtime home at the Gateway One building at Seventh and Market Streets, Peabody started to scout around. The firm was heavily courted and had plenty of great options.

But the company decided to stay downtown. It announced last week that it has renewed its lease for 15 years and will expand its presence from six to nine floors, investing approximately $25 million in a corporate headquarters building that has been renamed Peabody Plaza.

Peabody chairman and CEO Greg Boyce said the company’s culture is fundamentally compatible with the culture of this region. St. Louis has a talented work force with a strong work ethic, he said. Peabody employees “work hard and travel a lot” and the region reciprocates with a “high quality of life.”

St. Louis sits at the crossroads of America, he said, and provides the company a convenient location from which to pursue a “global platform” that takes corporate officials from China to the North Sea to Australia and Indonesia and South America. The symbol of the Gateway Arch has “global receptivity” he added.

When Peabody employees introduce themselves as coming from St. Louis, they are greeted world-over with a smile and finger drawing in the air an outline of the Arch’s distinctive shape.

Peabody Plaza has the added advantage of being situated in the center of the Gateway Mall — with its spectacular views of the Old Courthouse and the Gateway Arch to the east and access to the sublime Citygarden immediately to the west. What’s not to like?

In keeping with this renewal of ties, Mr. Boyce sees Peabody as having a stepped-up presence in the community, as recently demonstrated by the company’s sponsorship of the Peabody Opera House as part of the $78.7 million renovation of the old Kiel Opera House.

St. Louis’ earnings tax was “not a factor” in the Peabody’s decision whether to stay downtown, Mr. Boyce told us. Indeed, he spoke against “naysaying” the earnings tax without a solution in place to finance city services. He noted that Peabody has contributed financially to the campaign to renew the earnings tax.

Peabody Energy is the world’s largest private-sector coal producer. It claims to produce “coal products that fuel 10 percent of all U.S. and 2 percent of worldwide electricity generation,” and considers itself a global leader in “clean-coal solutions” — partly through an association with Washington University in St. Louis.

We may not always see eye-to-eye with Peabody on issues of climate change, air quality, mining techniques and energy alternatives. But we couldn’t agree more that St. Louis is a most worthy place to stage such a dynamic enterprise.

Posted on Sun, Mar. 06, 2011 

The Star’s editorial | Making Missouri a meaner place to work

Take cover, Missouri workers, taxpayers and voters. Your state legislature has an agenda, and lawmakers are not about to let you stand in their way.

The agenda is called “fix the six.” It was handed to legislative leaders by a consortium of business groups headed by the Missouri Chamber of Commerce and Industry. The House bought the package wholesale. Now the Senate is also working its way down the list.

First, in a year when schools are contemplating more teacher layoffs and larger classes, both chambers have passed bills that would phase out the franchise tax, eventually costing the state $80 million a year.

Second, the House last week gutted a statute that allows the minimum wage to rise or fall based on the rate of inflation. Never mind that 76 percent of the state’s voters approved that statute in 2006. 

Third, over in the Senate, members gave preliminary approval to a bill that undercuts the rights of workers in severe ways. 

Senate Bill 188 would:

•Make it much harder for employees to sue for workplace discrimination by requiring proof that discrimination was a “motivating factor” for getting fired, rather than a “contributing factor.”

•Muzzle whistleblowers by allowing a fired employee to sue only if the employee had uncovered “reasonable” evidence of a crime. Workers fired for pointing out suspicious dealings and possibly preventing a crime from occurring have no grounds for recourse.

•Cap the damages in employment discrimination and whistleblower verdicts to back pay and interest, plus $50,000 to $300,000, depending on the business’ size. 

•Limit liability in discrimination and whistleblower suits to the business or corporation while excluding individuals from culpability. That means an abusive manager can remain on the job or be transferred to another office without personal repercussions. 

It’s a bill that rolls back the clock on workers’ rights. An employer could fire a worker for being older or needing too much sick time, knowing the consequences would be few and the penalties light. 

Plus the bill risks costing Missouri $1.1 million annually in federal dollars because some of its provisions undercut the protections of the 1964 federal Civil Rights Act. 

As last week drew to a close, the Senate was haggling over another heinous bill on the “fix the six” list. This one would require workers with occupational diseases such as mesothelioma, an asbestos-caused cancer, to seek a remedy in the state workers’ compensation system rather than in civil court, where a larger award might be possible.

Future debates are pending over the final two bills that would change lawsuit payouts in a way that would lower the overall damages paid by businesses and allow the governor to issue bonds to pay back loans to the unemployment insurance fund.

The Republican-dominated chambers are ramming through the business groups’ agenda with no conclusive evidence that the “fixes” would create or retain jobs. 

“I asked over and over again for them to give me one example of one company that has left the state of Missouri because of our employment laws,” said Sen. Jolie Justus, a Kansas City Democrat who protested Senate Bill 188. No example was forthcoming.

A Missouri Chamber of Commerce news release says the “fix the six” agenda would make Missouri “a more attractive and competitive place to do business.”

That’s debatable. But “fix the six” would surely make Missouri a meaner place to live and work. Shame on those lawmakers who have accepted a special interest agenda so unquestionably.

Our Opinion: Education bill’s mixed bag needs examination

By News Tribune
Monday, March 7, 2011

Teaching should be treated much like any other profession.

Consequently, the job security provided by academic tenure should be eliminated.

Tenure originated to protect and encourage the free flow of ideas by shielding teachers from termination for voicing unpopular concepts or dissenting ideas.

In modern society, however, free speech is amply protected — up to and including protests at military funerals by members of the Westboro Baptist Church.

As a practical matter, tenure insulates poor teachers from being fired. For the record, we have high regard for the teaching profession. But, like any other profession, it harbors some incompetent practitioners.

Last December in this forum we referenced an Associated Press-Stanford University poll in which 78 percent of respondents expressed frustration that tenure complicates efforts to fire teachers who perform poorly.

Eliminating tenure is a provision of an education proposal sponsored by Rep. Scott Dieckhause, R-Washington.

Other provisions would remove classroom experience as a factor in salary considerations and require 50 percent of a teacher’s evaluation to be based on student performance, as measured by state tests.

We have concerns about these proposed changes in evaluating teaching performance.

First, we believe classroom experience enhances performance.

As in other professions, experience teaches and reinforces what works and what doesn’t, as well as how to perform more efficiently and effectively.

We also have misgivings about basing half of a teacher’s evaluation on student performance.

Although a teacher may impart the same lesson in class, not all students learn the same material at the same rate. People — both young and old — have different learning styles and abilities.

Educating a student is not equivalent to manufacturing a product or assembling a vehicle.

We share the concern voiced by state Rep. Joe Aull, D-Marshall — a retired educator — who fears the provision provides a financial incentive for teachers to seek top students and shun those who need help.

Although competition has merit in many endeavors, cooperation among teachers promotes sharing teaching techniques and strategies.

Legislative committees are not unlike classrooms where scrutiny and discussion help distill an appropriate result.

The education proposal is a mixed bag of provisions that deserve to be eliminated, tweaked or retained. We encourage lawmakers to subject the bill’s provisions to a thorough examination. 

End Free Ride! 

WASHINGTON MISSOURIAN Posted: Friday, March 4, 2011 5:14 pm | Updated: 2:14 pm, Fri Mar 4, 2011. 
It is absolutely preposterous that businesses that operate outside of Missouri and sell to Missourians do not have to collect a sales tax on goods purchased. It is unfair to Main Street Missouri and to all retail outlets that their out-of-state competitors have this advantage.

There have been attempts in the General Assembly to correct this unfairness. All have failed. Another attempt is being made this year. The Associated Press reported that the legislation has little chance of passing because lawmakers fear a political backlash from no-new-tax-minded voters. In other words, too many of our lawmakers lack the guts to do the right thing. They fear they may lose votes.

The online competitors of Missouri businesses are getting a free ride because a 1992 U.S. Supreme Court decision held that states cannot force companies to collect the tax, and reimburse taxing entities, unless they have a physical presence in the state. There is a way to get around that ruling and 24 states have done it. Missouri could do the same as they have done. It’s to have an agreement that makes it easier for companies to voluntarily pay sales taxes on Internet purchases after they collect it. If this is done it has been estimated that the measure will generate up to $210 million for the state.

A study in 2009 by the University of Tennessee came up with the $210 million figure in 2012 by collecting sales taxes on e-commerce, based on the state’s sales tax rates and estimates of future online purchases.

The agreement that the 24 states have with out-of-state businesses is that they would be permitted to keep 2 percent of the sales taxes they collect. The rest of the sales tax revenue would be reimbursed voluntarily to the entities that levy the taxes in their jurisdictions, including the state.

There is no legitimate reason why e-commerce should be exempt from sales taxes.

This legislation should be passed. We need lawmakers who put fairness first in this issue rather than what the political consequences would be for them. But we’re probably dreaming if we think a majority of lawmakers will do what’s right in this issue. Another thing. We believe that some of the fear they have about voters turning against them because it’s a tax increase  is unfounded. Many people don’t buy over the Internet. This issue doesn’t affect the majority of voters.

Posted on Sun, Mar. 06, 2011 

Man offers a view of Planned Parenthood: a force for life

By MARY SANCHEZ The Kansas City Star 

This column comes with a warning:

Men may cringe for their private parts; women may applaud a new ally.

Congressional efforts to defund Planned Parenthood sparked a perspective only a man could add. It’s a rarely articulated view.

Cutting funding is about opposition to abortion. I wrote recently of my tempered support for the organization, despite my opposition to abortion. My reasoning is that by ensuring women access to contraception, Planned Parenthood probably keeps abortion rates down by preventing unwanted pregnancies.

Jeff Munzinger e-mailed of his life-changing encounter with Planned Parenthood — emphasis on life.

Munzinger married at 21. He and his wife were still students at the University of Missouri-Columbia.

On a tight budget, they relied on Planned Parenthood for birth control pills. It was the early ’70s, when zero population growth was widely discussed.

“I remember thinking that ‘I need to do my part,’ and marched off to Planned Parenthood in Columbia, Mo., to discuss a vasectomy,” Munzinger wrote in his initial e-mail.

Today, he recalls the kind, middle-aged woman there who counseled him. She urged him not to be so hasty, saying that someday the couple would desire children. He left the office without the procedure. 

His son is 30, his daughter, 27.

“I guess the thing that struck me is that Planned Parenthood gets so much criticism for being an abortion provider,” said Munzinger, now of Springfield. “But here, it was just the opposite.”

Leadership coaches often press people to think about whose voice isn’t at the table when making decisions. It’s an exercise to broaden thinking, consider ramifications not readily seen, perspectives not being articulated.

Too often, men are not at this table, unless they adamantly oppose abortion. Other men tend to opt out, falling back a little too conveniently on the idea that it’s a woman’s issue. But it takes two to make a baby.

Planned Parenthood’s website notes that more than one out of three women in the U.S. have an abortion by age 45. I find that disturbing. 

But here’s the problem. To end Planned Parenthood’s participation in abortion, the organization’s detractors are willing to take down all services provided through more than 800 clinics. 

Much of that work — cancer screenings, fertility testing, reproductive health exams — is very life-affirming. Munzinger’s example attests to that reality.

At 59, he finds himself more apt to speak his mind. Maybe it’s the latitude that comes with children he’s deeply proud of, and a long, loving marriage.

He concluded: “I’ve never told anyone this story, but perhaps I should.”

Consider that task complete.

Early education

Sunday, March 6, 2011
SeMissourian

Early education is critical to the future development of children. However, in times when most states -- including Missouri -- are facing tight budgets, fully funding quality education programs is not always an option. 

As was pointed out in a recent story by the Southeast Missourian's M.D. Kittle, research shows that 85 percent of the brain's core structures are formed by the age of 3. 

A recent report to the Missouri State Board of Education by Kathy Thornburg, assistant commissioner for the Office of Early and Extended Learning at the Missouri Department of Elementary and Secondary Education, points out that 88 percent of children with reading problems at the end of the first grade have similar problems at the end of the fourth grade, and 75 percent of poor readers in third grade will be poor readers in high school. Knowing these statistics, it's even more startling to learn that, according to the recent National Assessment of Educational Progress, 64 percent of Missouri's fourth-grade public school students are below the proficiency level in reading. 

So the question remains: What can be done to make sure children are academically prepared during their early years? 

As far as state programs go, taxpayers are faced with two choices: 1) raise taxes -- a difficult proposition to make, especially during these economic times; or 2) cut other programs. 

While neither option is appealing, there are other ways to help children during their early years. 

Parents play a critical role in their child's education. Turning off the TV and reading to your child frequently is among the most important contributions you can make. There are many resources for parents to find out the best ways to encourage learning in their children, and help parents determine whether a child is meeting important milestones. 

Although parents and teachers play a critical role in the education process, members of the community can also find ways to help. The Cape Girardeau Area Chamber of Commerce has a program titled Partners in Education. In this program, businesses can sign up to partner with a local school. The partner's involvement can range from helping the school with resources to volunteering in programs. 

Another way to get involved is through Junior Achievement, a not-for-profit organization that hosts quality programs for students. Programs on a wide variety of subjects are offered, including those on business, citizenship and financial literacy -- just to name a few. 

Some public programs addressing children who are not meeting milestones are important and have long-range impacts on a child meeting his or her academic potential. Nevertheless, tough decisions, including cuts, are sometimes necessary and require those involved -- from parents to providers -- to reassess the situation and seek options that will put their child on a path to success. 

Lawmakers are turning on those they represent

Lewis Diuguid 

In bad economic times, lawmakers go into hocus-pocus overdrive to win voters with their legislative sleight of hand.

Often what results are actions many will regret later. For example, Missouri lawmakers are trying to reverse the public vote last year on Proposition B, or the Puppy Mill Cruelty Prevention Act. Voters did what legislators wouldn’t.

Now elected officials, thinking they know better, want to undo it. Such arrogance bludgeons our democracy.

In Kansas legislators are trying to set new restrictions on abortions. A bill would require minors to get parental consent first. The state only requires parental notification.

The measure also would create greater restrictions on the state’s late-term abortion ban. The law now prohibits abortions after 22 weeks of pregnancy unless a woman’s health is at risk. Kansas has a good chance of seeing the bill become law because Sam Brownback as governor sides with anti-abortion lawmakers.

Kansas lawmakers also are spending a lot of political capital interpreting the state constitution: “The Legislature shall make suitable provisions for finance of the educational interests of the state.” The key word is suitable.

But in this tough economy, Kansas lawmakers must cut $550 million from the state budget. Missouri legislators have to slash $700 million from the state budget.

So education funding means not how much but how little elected officials can give to schools. That is part of the tragedy in which backward thinking hardens as concrete public policy. People suffer in the short- and long-term.

Lawmakers in both states also are trying to create new restrictions on voting. They want people to show proof of citizenship when registering and to produce a photo identification card on Election Day. Minorities and the elderly would be disproportionately affected by the move to stem the concocted worry about illegal voting by immigrants.

A bunch of states have jumped on the popular political bandwagon of opposing the new health care law that President Barack Obama got passed a year ago. Kansas residents would get a chance to vote on a constitutional amendment seeking to block a key provision of the federal health care law requiring Kansans to purchase health insurance. The issue has come up in several court cases and will likely be decided by the Supreme Court.

The Missouri House has voted to prevent the state minimum wage from exceeding the federal minimum even though 76 percent of voters in 2006 decided to tie the minimum wage to the cost of living. It increases along with rising consumer prices. But arrogant lawmakers think they know best.

The biggest razzle-dazzle in Missouri has to be the push for a “Fair Tax.” The current state income tax and sales taxes would be replaced with a new sales tax that would apply to services as well as goods.

The push by Republican lawmakers is making a lot of headlines. The current sales tax for education and general expenses is 4 percent. Proposals for a Fair Tax would cap the new sales tax at 7 percent. But budget projections indicate that the Fair Tax would have to be at least 8.1 percent to match existing revenues from income and sales taxes.

What’s worse is a Fair Tax wouldn’t be fair to low-income people. Sales taxes are regressive, forcing average folks to pay a higher percentage of their earnings in taxes. A Fair Tax in Missouri also would make shopping in Kansas more attractive where prices for consumers would be lower.

In Kansas, legislators are attempting to repeal a law granting in-state college tuition to children of illegal immigrants. The anti-immigration wave follows national efforts to throw out the 14th Amendment to the Constitution, granting citizenship to immigrants’ children born in the states.

Missouri lawmakers also have trashed two voter-approved renewable energy regulations that had required utility companies to either generate energy from renewable sources in Missouri or directly import it from elsewhere. In Kansas, lawmakers are trying to raise the highway speed limit to 75 mph. Neither state can afford such energy foolishness.

People ultimately pay the price if such backward bills pass. Tea party anger should be directed at these concerns.

Lewis W. Diuguid is a member of The Star’s Editorial Board

Dunce cap: Teacher pay, tenure bill is a provocation -- not a proposal

By the Editorial Board St. Louis Post-Dispatch | Posted: Friday, March 4, 2011 9:15 pm

The cold winds of Wisconsin wafted through Jefferson City last week as legislation was introduced to diminish local control over public schools, radically rework teacher compensation and abolish teacher tenure.

House Bill 628 has been touted as a vehicle for Missouri education reform. It would impose on all school districts a pay structure that purports to reward public school teachers based on their students’ academic performance. Teachers who now have tenure — lifetime job security — would be relegated to probationary status. School administrators would be empowered to terminate any teacher’s employment.

Ostensibly, the legislation’s purpose is to raise teacher competence and performance while promoting student achievement. Those are worthy goals and worth thoughtful consideration.

But HB 628, sponsored by Rep. Scott Dieckhaus, R-Washington, is so poorly conceived that it could not possibly achieve those results. It’s so one-sidedly punitive that it would demoralize Missouri’s best and highest-performing teachers.

The Missouri proposal parallels the bitter fight being waged in Wisconsin both in its approach and in the lost opportunity it represents.

In Wisconsin, Gov. Scott Walker and Republican state lawmakers have moved to curtail the bargaining rights of public employees and their unions. They claim their objective is to cure a structural imbalance in the state budget.

Wisconsin may well have sound reasons to work toward a more productive and sustainable balance between taxpayers and public employees, but Mr. Walker’s proposals are extreme and impractical.

They have been exposed as thinly disguised partisan attempts to cripple Democratic-leaning public employees.

HB 628 is a page from that playbook. Missouri has many superb public schools, but it also has a significant number that are mediocre or worse. There could be a place in Missouri public schools for competition and financial incentives to promote good teaching. Similarly, Missouri’s approach to teacher evaluations — and procedures for removing low performers — may be too cumbersome.

Tenure, discipline and pay scales should be on the table. But HB 628 is driven by narrow ideology and partisan antipathy toward teachers. It represents a sloppy package of fads and worthless quick-fixes. Among its problems:

• It would impose rigid tiers of teacher compensation, forcing school districts to rank their teachers by dubious measures.

• Some excellent teachers would face drastic pay cuts based on small differences in student test results.

• Teachers in Missouri’s best districts would fare no better and be punished no less than those in struggling districts. An average performer in one district might be a superior performer in another, and vice versa.

• There’s a near-complete absence of guidance on how teacher performance is to be judged. There is no provision for pilot programs. There’s no opt-out for districts justifiably satisfied with how their schools are operating.

This half-baked mandate would be in place beginning July 1, 2012.

A telling aspect of HB 628 is that the Missouri School Boards Association has endorsed it. That shows that Missouri’s troubles with public education are as much a product of weak stewardship as poor teachers.

Low-performing teachers are hired and retained by supervisors who have failed to properly vet, evaluate, supervise and manage their personnel.

By advancing such profoundly flawed legislation, the School Boards Association, with help from state lawmakers, demonstrates that its members are unwilling to do the hard work of recruiting and developing good teachers.
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The Star’s editorial | Pinching pennies, but only part of the time

Check is in the mail?

Lots of people have first-hand experience with floating checks and putting off paying the light bill to buy groceries. It’s never fun, but it’s a bit more disturbing when the state is doing it, again and again.

Kansas for the third month in a row is peeking through the front curtains hoping to avoid the folks it owes. Primary among those are school districts, while the Kansas Bioscience Authority is also hearing “the check is in the mail” from Topeka these days. Of course, it’s not a joke. The state of the state’s finances is pretty dismal, and got worse in February when revenue was $11.5 million below already reduced expectations.

Kansas has again delayed payments, this time totaling $92 million to schools and $10 million to the Bioscience Authority. While this is legal, and even expected, the consistency of the problem does highlight the madness of another current effort in the Kansas House.…

A penny lost…

The effort to kill the three-year penny sales tax hike passed in 2010 is foolish to the extreme. Of course, that’s like a clarion call to the Kansas House these days. Facing a $500 million-plus shortfall, the house Tax Committee recommended junking the tax, a move that would reduce state revenue by another $390 million next year.

The recommendation is for a state budget already likely to slash schools, ignore roads and set Kansas’ most vulnerable citizens adrift to head into complete freefall. Even small government advocate Gov. Sam Brownback sees the futility in shedding this sales tax bump. The tax was unfortunate, but these are unfortunate times for the state, and legislators should be working on actual solutions to the real problems Kansas faces.

Little big government

At the same time Kansas legislators slaver while describing the need to slash government spending, they’re heading to Washington, D.C., to ask a similarly minded Congress to pony up $650 million to get the National Bio and Agro Defense center built and running near Kansas State University in Manhattan.

Now, we’d agree that the defense facility plans for Kansas should move forward. But how, exactly, does this legislature keep a straight face reconciling its domestic “government spending is bad” agenda with its pleas to increase federal government spending in the state? It’s a legislative version of a “keep government out of my Medicare” irony.

Here’s a tip: Far more often than it is wasteful, government spending is essential to protecting the American way of life. That applies to national, state, county and city governments. 

One shining moment

The Missouri legislature moved along a lot of bad legislation this week (check out our editorial coming Monday for the worst of it.) But the House deserves credit for one genuine accomplishment.

Members voted unanimously for a bill that expands the definition of human trafficking, lengthens possible prison sentences and sets stiffer fines. Those convicted of trafficking would also have to pay to compensate victims for their labor and cover any medical and psychiatric costs incurred because of mistreatment. Also, law enforcement agencies would receive funding and training to better recognize and break up trafficking operations.

In hearings and on the House floor, lawmakers heard of numerous instances of people — usually immigrants — either forced into indentured servitude in Missouri or used in the sex trade. Many commented on the prevalence of trafficking in the state.

It’s rare, but rewarding, to see the House take a united stand against an actual problem. The Senate should speedily follow suit.

I saw U TWD

Another idea we could ride along with is a universal ban on texting while driving in Missouri. Lawmakers should eschew a bad idea by Rep. Mike Colona, a St. Louis Democrat, who wants to make texting while driving a secondary offense. Drivers would have to be stopped for some other reason — say, speeding — to be fined for texting.

But how exactly would an officer know someone had been texting while driving once they’re stopped? Driver inattention is a serious enough problem to deserve primary status. The legislature should pass a tough law to curb it.

March 4, 2011 

Our view: Wind blows both ways 

The Joplin Globe Fri Mar 04, 2011, 08:14 AM CST 

Renewable Environmental Solutions of Carthage, a biofuels plant that closed nearly two years ago, is expected to resume operations, at least on a limited basis, in late March.

Carthage residents and business owners are concerned, to say the least.

That’s because RES was the source of persistent odor complaints when it was open earlier. When it shut down, the odors, which often permeated the historic square district, went away.

Carthage Mayor Mike Harris has said that he supports RES as long as there are no odors.

“If there are, I want to make sure there are methods to deal with it,” he said.

We agree with the mayor. If the company reopens and it’s smelly business as usual, then there has to be a measure of accountability on the part of the company. And, if not, then strict enforcement of odor violation laws at the local and state level.

But, while we’re concerned about the future of the northeast side of town, we also have to mention the city needs to get its house in order. Or at least smelling better.

In recent days, the city’s sewage treatment plant at the west entrance into town has put off such a stench, it’s a wonder visitors haven’t turned around at the city limits.

This isn’t an isolated incident. The plant is the source of odor problems in an area where there’s a motel, a restaurant and a number of residences.

The city will be in a much better position to take a tough stance on odor violations if it is not among the offenders.

VOICE OF THE DAY SPRINGFIELD NEWS-LEADER 

Repeal of SCR1 would help producers of homegrown clean energy

11:00 PM, Mar. 4, 2011

Written by  John McKinnon and Steve Flick

Missouri and other states across the country are realizing economic benefits by investing in local, renewable energy sources. Today, Missouri looks to Gov. Jay Nixon's leadership to protect this clean electricity future. We urge the governor to veto resolution SCR1 to ensure that renewable energy is being created locally and sold directly to Missouri consumers.

In 2008, Missouri voters supported clean energy and passed Prop C, which is the Missouri Renewable Electricity Standard (RES) that is projected to create more than 9,000 jobs in the state and generate $2 billion in economic activity for Missouri. But recently the Missouri legislature passed a resolution SCR 1 that allows utility companies to buy renewable energy credits from anywhere in the world -- instead of buying them in Missouri. This would significantly reduce the likelihood of in-state renewable energy development, new jobs and economic investment. Not to mention, the Missourians who voted for clean energy would continue to get electricity that is far from clean.

According to the Energy Information Administration, Missouri currently relies on coal for more than 80 percent of its in-state electricity generation, and 99 percent of that coal is imported from other states. Missouri spends about $1.1 billion a year to import coal from Wyoming, Kentucky and Illinois, among other states. The cost of importing this coal is a drain on Missouri's economy. Investments in homegrown renewable energy, such as wind, solar, and biomass can help stimulate the economy by redirecting funds into local economic development -- funds that would otherwise leave the state.

And the good news: This is already happening.

In west-central Missouri, Show Me Energy Coop (SMEC) is turning crop residues and native perennial grasses into bio-pellets, which have been test-burned with Kansas City Power and Light and other utilities to produce electricity. Owned by 612 farmers, Show Me Energy Coop is able to capture non-fossil fuel income within the community. Presently SMEC is validating a new state of the art technology -- one that will generate electricity and liquid fuels for the final design of a 20-megawatt combined heat and power plant.

Wind farms in northwest Missouri are generating clean and renewable electricity while investing in local communities. According to the American Wind Energy Association, power producers have installed more than 450 megawatts of wind power in Missouri since 2007, which is enough to power about 160,000 homes.

Though the Missouri economy overall is shedding jobs, the clean energy sector is a growing industry, spurring new economic activity with wind, biomass, and solar. The development of in-state renewable energy can have a profound economic impact on communities across the state, whether they produce renewable energy, manufacture components, or supply the labor or materials to develop these projects.

We applaud Nixon for his strong support of energy efficiency and renewable energy and we urge him to protect Missouri's clean electricity future by vetoing SCR1. We need him to ensure that renewable energy is being created right here in Missouri by Missourians for Missourians

Filibuster: Standing up — for what?

By Henry J. Waters III Columbia Daily Tribune 
Saturday, March 5, 2011
Jim Lembke and Chuck Purgason — the bad or good boys of the Missouri Senate, depending on your outlook — are doing their best to stop $81 million in federal aid to extend jobless benefits. So far the two have successfully filibustered a bill accepting the grant and say they will continue as long as necessary to avoid passage.

They say they want to protest the size of federal deficits and claim that agitation like theirs from the states is about the only way budget pansies in Washington will hear the message. It’s a principled stance, but is the principle worthy or foolish?

Filibuster critics point out if Missouri does not accept the grant, the money simply will go elsewhere. We will have done nothing to mitigate federal deficits while forgoing cash needed to help the unemployed.

Nuts, says Purgason: “Ninety percent of people on unemployment don’t look for work until their last two checks.” In his thinking, the main thing causing persistent unemployment is persistent unemployment benefits.

Of course, Purgason can prove no such thing, but regardless, he and Lembke are against the grant just because they think it extends the federal deficit.

Oddly enough, these Republicans and their colleagues plan to send no such message protesting December’s extension of income tax cuts for the wealthy, projected to add some $971 billion to the deficit. Apparently it’s OK to squeeze the lowest-income Americans but not to add an easily sustainable tax increase for the wealthiest.

Supporters of the Missouri bill accepting the grant promise to bring it up again for passage before the April 2 deadline for receiving the funds. Lembke and Purgason promise to filibuster to the end. A few quixotic souls will cheer them on, but most of us will wish they would sit down. It’s fine to worry about federal deficits, but this protest won’t do a thing about it and will deprive many Missourians of minimal help they need at a tough time.

Later, sometime after April 2, we can resume the philosophical debate about unemployment benefits. Right now we have a short-term situation.

MISSOURINET

More workers comp debate coming (AUDIO)

by Bob Priddy on March 6, 2011

The state senate will take another stab this week at changing workers’ compensation law to satisfy Missouri businesses.  But it has to resolve some issues from members who think workers need some protections, too.

One question is whether an employer who knowingly exposes workers to toxic substances should be subject to civil lawsuit or whether the exposure should be covered by workers’ comp.  If it’s covered by worker’s comp, the damaged worker cannot seek punitive damages from the company.

Farmington Senator Kevin Engler finds another problem recalling an injured worker in his area who sued the company that supplied the employer with the toxic materials and won only to have the employer demand repayment of workers’ comp benefits  from the settlement…  

                                  Engler argues :14 mp3 

—and then, he asks, should the worker get to keep those payment?  To him, the answer is “yes”

Cape Girardeau Senator Jason Crowell  doesn’t want to allow businesses to decide it’s cheaper to pay insurance premiums than it is to fix hazardous working conditions.

                                   Crowell :31 mp3[pop6]  :31 “stuff”

Crowell says some employers will refuse to fix dangerous working conditions because it’s cheaper to pay insurance premiums. 

Federal school funding problem seems resolved (AUDIO)

by Brent Martin on March 7, 2011

It appears the state won’t have to go through fiscal contortions with education money coming from Washington to Jefferson City.

Missouri will receive $189 million from the federal government for its schools. Governor Nixon proposed giving the money to the local school districts now, but asking them to withhold it until the coming fiscal year.

“We had major concerns about that, because when you change the level of funding in the formula, it changes the distribution model of what actually gets to school districts,” House Budget Committee Chairman Ryan Silvey, a Republican from Kansas City, tells the Missourinet.

The Nixon Administration made the unusual proposal, because the federal government told states it couldn’t hold any of the money over into the next fiscal year. Administration officials, though, reasoned that local school districts could. Local school districts would get the federal funds, be told to hold the money over into the next fiscal year and the state would reduce its funding by that amount in next year’s budget.

A problem arose, though. Any reduction in state education funding throws off the Foundation Formula, the state’s basic formula for funding local schools.

Then came word that South Dakota dared to budget its federal education money into the next fiscal year and that the federal government didn’t object. Other states followed.

“It’s something that if not a majority, certainly very close to a majority, of the states are handling it the same way,” according to Silvey.

Silvey proposes holding the money over in HB 15, a supplemental budget bill.

No matter how it is explained, Silvey says the bottom line is that the legislature wants to keep school funding stable.

“We are doing our best to make sure that we do not reduce the amount of money flowing through the Foundation Formula from this year to next year,” Silvey tells us.

Silvey says the model Missouri now is following will keep the Foundation Formual at $3.004 billion this year and next year.

House approves elimination of franchise tax

by Brent Martin on March 4, 2011

Opponents get their say during debate on final passage, but can only criticize the measure; they can’t stop the House from approving elimination of the corporate franchise tax.

Sponsor Jerry Nolte, a Republican from Gladstone, stated the tax is outdated and suppresses the state’s economic development. HCS/HB 76 would eliminate the tax on business assets over a five-year period. Nolte and supporters claim the move will make Missouri more business friendly and lead to job creation which will more than offset the $87 million a year the state would be giving up.

The legislature has reduced the number of corporations which pays the tax over the years. In 2009, the legislature raised the franchise tax exemption to $10 million in assets, reducing the businesses paying it to approximately 3,000. Supporters say very few states levy the tax anymore.

Debate on final passage Thursday was dominated by opponents, who claim the state cannot afford the loss of revenue. Rep. Ed Schieffer (D-Troy) questioned how lawmakers will be able to explain to constituents how the legislature can justify making cuts to education, mental health and social programs while giving money away to big businesses.

House Minority Leader Mike Talboy, a Democrat from Kansas City, suggested that Missouri has lost jobs to Kansas in his area, not because of the franchise tax, but because Kansas offers up-front incentives, something Missouri does not.

The House brushed aside such concerns and approved the bill 106-to-52. It now moves to the Senate which has approved a similar version on a 29-4 vote. 

USA TODAY MISSOURI NEWS

MONDAY, MARCH 7 -- Kansas City — Jackson County authorities arrested 19 registered sex offenders for failing to comply with registration laws. Officers from the U.S. Marshals Service and local police departments checked 90 homes in the sweep. About 2,000 Jackson County offenders are required to register with the sheriff's department; most must renew their registrations every 90 days.
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