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McCaskill’s travel billings are less than those of other senators

By STEVE KRASKE and DAVID GOLDSTEIN
The Kansas City Star 

U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill spent less to fly on her plane than two other U.S. senators from Missouri who buzzed the state in chartered aircraft when they were in office, travel records show.

McCaskill, a Democrat, spent about $88,000 for use of her privately owned plane during her first four years in the Senate. But in 2008 alone, former Sen. Kit Bond, a Republican, spent nearly the same amount that McCaskill spent in four years on chartered flights, according to records reviewed by The Kansas City Star.

“It’s expensive,” McCaskill said of the cost of air travel. “I really thought it was only appropriate to do it when time was of the essence.”

Former Sen. Jim Talent, another Republican, also spent more on chartered flights before McCaskill defeated him in 2006.

Still, Senate travel records suggest that McCaskill might have spent less money by chartering smaller planes in some cases, rather than flying in her own bigger plane.

Many of McCaskill’s flights were only a few hundred dollars higher than estimates for similar flights provided to The Star by Aero Charter of Chesterfield, Mo. But McCaskill’s plane — an 11-year-old, 12-seat turboprop Pilatus PC 12/45 — is larger and faster than the four-passenger, twin-engine Baron 58 that Aero Charter quoted. 

In other trips, however, McCaskill’s flights were much more expensive than what Aero Charter would have charged.

McCaskill, for example, was reimbursed $2,885 for a round-trip flight from St. Louis to Springfield in June 2008. Aero Charter would have charged only $1,941. A McCaskill flight from St. Louis to St. Joseph to Kansas City and back to St. Louis in February 2009 cost taxpayers $3,631. Aero Charter said it could do the flight now for $2,809.

Experts noted that prices have risen over the years, so a flight in 2011 is generally even more expensive than a flight was in 2007, the year she took office. Two other St. Louis area charter companies The Star checked offered higher estimates for the same flights in 2011.

McCaskill, a former Missouri auditor, said her staff did check on charters at times, but those planes were not always available.

McCaskill has been deflecting criticism in recent weeks following revelations about use of her privately owned plane as she gears up for a re-election campaign next year. One prominent journal, The Cook Political Report, has downgraded her prospects — at least in part because of the plane controversy — and now calls the 2012 race a tossup.

To avoid the perception that she was making a profit off the plane, McCaskill repaid the government $88,000, a figure that also included pilot fees. After further investigation, McCaskill discovered that she had not paid property taxes on the plane, which was hangared in St. Louis County.

That resulted in her writing a check to the county, this one for $320,000. McCaskill apologized for that oversight, as well as for erroneously billing taxpayers for two political trips, which did not qualify as official business.

“Big mistakes,” she acknowledged, adding that the plane is now for sale. “I’ll never set foot in it again,” she said. “It makes me sick to think about it.”

Her goal now, she has said, is to fly coach “as often as I possibly can, and when I am in Missouri, to drive as often as I possibly can, and if that’s not an option, to use charter flights as infrequently as possible.”

She also is aiming at a goal of keeping her travel expenses under $20,000 a year, and continuing to return at least 10 percent of her office budget to the U.S. Treasury.

The Senate Rules and Administration Committee has determined that McCaskill complied with reimbursement policies. Not only were her vouchers approved after an initial review, they were re-examined in the wake of the recent controversy and cleared a second time.

“They were all in order,” said Jean Bordewich, the committee’s majority staff director.

In an interview, McCaskill said the reimbursement was based on the cost of owning the plane and dividing that by the number of hours the plane was expected to be flown. That determined an hourly rate, to which were added fuel costs and taxes. Pilot fees were charged separately.

She insisted again that she never made a profit on the plane, which she co-owns with her husband and other investors. In fact, she said she lost money on the aircraft each year. She predicted she’ll also lose money when it’s sold.

The plane, which has been valued at around $2 million, is owned by Sunset Cove Associates LLC, a company that McCaskill’s husband — St. Louis businessman Joseph Shepard — incorporated in 2002.

“This is not a great market,” McCaskill said. “We’re going to sell the plane for a lot, lot less than we bought it for.”

Yet, she said she’s still not releasing her tax returns, which critical Republicans have demanded be made public to verify those losses. Subjecting herself to that level of scrutiny would expose her to all kinds of accusations, she contended.

“It is just a road that I know that if we begin going down it, it’ll be a never-ending road full of distortions, half-truths and misrepresentations,” McCaskill said.

Bond and Talent
The $88,000 that McCaskill billed the government for flying her plane compares with the more than $300,000 that Bond spent chartering flights during the same 2007-2010 period, according to Senate records. He retired this year after 24 years in the Senate.

In 2007, Bond’s bill for chartering planes was more than $90,000; in 2008 it was $88,000; in 2009, nearly $100,000; and in 2010, at least $53,000. (Records for the last three months of 2010 are not yet available.)

Their costs varied for what appeared to be the same trip, though at different times. For example, Bond used Jefferson City Flying Service. In June 2010, his bill for a flight from Mexico, Mo., to St. Louis was $1,543, according to Senate records. McCaskill took the same trip in May 2008 and charged the public only $605. 

In March 2009, Bond flew from St. Louis to Springfield at a cost of $2,551. In June 2008, McCaskill flew from St. Louis to Springfield and back for $2,509. 

Talent also spent more on chartered aircraft during his four years in the Senate than McCaskill. His use of private aircraft cost taxpayers more than $200,000. 

But could McCaskill have saved taxpayers money and avoided the political embarrassment if she’d used private charter companies and not flown her bigger plane, which seats up to 12 people? 

McCaskill’s aides countered that the senator sometimes needs more than three aides to fly with her to events such as town hall meetings, where staff must help set up the event and then interact with members of the public.

They also noted that several variables also influence the cost of a charter flight, including ramp fees, taxes and whether passengers stay overnight in the destination city.

Aero Charter, however, included taxes in its estimates for The Star, and said that ramp fees in Missouri are often nonexistent at many airports, such as those in Springfield, Columbia and at smaller towns.

Some charter companies do charge $60 an hour in “wait” fees, where pilots must stand by until passengers return for the trip home.

But Aero Charter founder Bob Thomas said the down economy has forced Aero to often waive those fees.

Reimbursement
Use of chartered aircraft is a common practice among Washington lawmakers. Many enjoy the speed and convenience of being able to fly around their states or districts to smaller towns not served by commercial carriers.

Senators who charter private planes pay the charter service’s rate and bill the public for that amount. But lawmakers such as McCaskill, with a financial stake in the plane they use for official business, determine their own basic operating costs. 

McCaskill aides have said she didn’t include profit margins that private charter companies add to their charges.

“Senator McCaskill used operating costs, which is both appropriate and consistent with Senate rules that govern planes owned by a member or their family,” said Marc Elias, McCaskill’s attorney and an expert on government ethics. 

Robert Walker, a former chief counsel for both the Senate and House ethics committees, said that McCaskill’s effort to establish a reimbursement rate that “does not include any margin for profit” would “eliminate any potential for self-dealing or conflict of interest concerns.”

Yet, the practice of seeking taxpayer reimbursement for a privately owned plane is rare in Washington.

Sen. Dianne Feinstein is known to use her plane occasionally on government business, but does not charge taxpayers for those flights, an aide for the California Democrat said.

Meanwhile, McCaskill said she plans to spend a lot of time this month traveling around Missouri when the Senate is in recess. But her plane will be grounded.

“I’ll be driving, not flying,” she said.

Washington University applies to host 2012 presidential debate

April 8, 2011 | Chloe Rosenberg  Student Life Senior News Editor 

Washington University confirmed that they have applied to host a presidential debate in 2012.

The University hosted the 2008 vice-presidential debate, between then-candidates Sarah Palin and Joseph Biden.

Before that, the University hosted presidential debates in 1992, 2000 and 2004. It was also chosen to host a debate between President Bill Clinton and Senator Bob Dole in 1996, but the debate was later canceled.

Eleven other universities, including Indiana University and Wake Forest University, have also applied to host debates in 2012.

According to Rob Wild, assistant to the chancellor, the University hopes to bring the debate to campus in order to increase student political involvement.

“We push to get students registered [to vote], and certainly when there is a debate on campus we have an easier time getting people on campus engaged,” Wild said.

He also said that the debates help enhance students’ academic experiences by increasing their knowledge of the political issues affecting the country as a whole.

Still, not all members of the University community agree that the 2008 debate contributed to their educational experience.

“As a student in polisci, I don’t think it added to my learning. Although I would have had a different experience if I had gotten in [to watch the debate],” said senior Peter Bush, who didn’t have a ticket.

The presidential and vice presidential debates are organized by the Commission on Presidential Debates. The Commission requires that each university hosting a debate be able to contribute to the cost of the debate. According to Wild, the University was required to give $1.65 million toward the 2008 debate.

The University received funding from outside sponsors to offset the cost of the debate. The administration hopes to do the same if it is chosen to host a debate in 2012.

“We do our best to make sure we minimize that impact,” Wild said.

According to Steve Givens, associate vice chancellor for pubic affairs, the University usually looks to St. Louis-based corporations to provide sponsorship. Emerson, AT&T and Wachovia sponsored the 2008 debate.

Givens, who was the head of the debate steering committees in 2000 and 2004, noted the historical importance of hosting presidential debates.

“No one knew five years ago when we agreed to host the vice presidential debate what an important event that was going to be toward the election,” Wild said.

The University has a long-standing tradition of giving all the debate tickets that it receives to students.

In 2008, the University released debate tickets to students via a lottery system. The University chose 432 of the 7,942 students who entered the lottery to attend the debate.

Students of the campus community hope that the University has more tickets to give to students if a debate is held on campus in 2012.

“I was here for the 2008 debate. I didn’t get to go because of the lottery system. It would be nice if more students could go,” junior Emilie Weisser said.

Many members of the Washington University community think that the debates increase the University’s name recognition.

“I think the VP debates are cool because they bring recognition to the school. Most people on the coasts don’t know about Wash. U.,” sophomore Allie Brand said.

According to Wild, the Commission on Presidential Debates chooses host sites based on a number of factors, including facilities and funding. In the past, leaders of the Commission on Presidential Debates have visited the campus prior to making the decision to evaluate the facilities.

The 2008 debate was held in the Athletic Complex. The AC also housed members of the media during the debate.

Administrators say that debates have consistently created enthusiasm among members of the University community.

“It has proven to be something that brings a lot of excitement to the University,” Wild said.

Givens attributes this enthusiasm among students to the degree of political involvement it affords them.

“It brings a level of excitement for our students, that the students find themselves in the middle of an historic, maybe even game-changing event,” Givens said.

Candidates bring crowd to Lincoln Days 

Congresswoman Vicky Hartzler says party is 'moving forward'
Posted: Thursday, April 7, 2011 11:45 am | Updated: 11:33 am, Thu Apr 7, 2011. 

 By Matthew Kent   Marshfield Mail
An annual Republican fundraiser and celebration in Webster County drew more than 100 people at Seymour High School Saturday evening, where Congresswoman Vicky Hartzler said her party is “moving forward” and more progress will be made.

The Lincoln Days event provided the public an opportunity to meet those vying for public office in 2012. Presiding Commissioner Paul Ipock, Sheriff Roye Cole, Circuit Clerk Jill Peck and Southern District Commissioner Denzil Young were among those in attendance.

County Assessor Jim Jones introduced Sen. Jay Wasson, R-Nixa, and said “he’s doing a good job in Jeff City,” but also reminded the crowd that action needs to be taken in order to put the country “back on track.”

“We need to do it today,” Jones said.

Wasson said Webster County is important to him and pointed to Hartzler, saying she has proven her ability to do her job.

“She was outspent, she had name recognition,” Wasson said. “She earned every vote she got ... and I’m proud to call her my congresswoman, Mrs. Vicky Hartzler.”

Hartzler said the focus shouldn’t be on her, but her party.

“This is about we,” she said. “We stood up and said, ‘We are not (former House Speaker) Nancy Pelosi.’”

Calling it “an honor” to work for Webster County, she credited county leaders for their work before turning to progress being made in Washington, D.C. Obama’s healthcare plan was also criticized, saying Democrats had “shoved Obamacare down our throats.”

Hartzler also said her party had banned earmarks, “defunded Obamacare,” and eliminated funding for abortion and planned parenthood.

“We’re just getting started,” she said. “We’re cutting spending, we’re moving forward.”

She added: “We’re different. We’re the party of Abraham Lincoln.”

Hartzler cited several principles held by Lincoln: perseverance, patriotism and belief in prayer.

“Freedom is everything ... We believe in self-sufficiency,” she said. “Let people do what they want to do.”

She also noted the time when the House of Representatives read the Constitution in its entirety.

“It meant something to us,” she said. “I am fighting to keep our defense spending up.”

She vowed Republicans would take back the House and the White House.

“We, as Republicans, love America, too,” Hartzler said. “I am honored to stand with you and fight for you.”

Candidates running for public office in 2012 were also introduced. Bill Randles, who is running for governor next year, went to law school with Barack Obama at Harvard University and said some trends need to be fixed in the state.

“Bad policies created by people can be fixed by people,” Randles said.

A candidate running for U.S. Senate, Sarah Steelman, also spoke to the crowd, in addition to Bill Stouffer, who is running for secretary of state.

An associate circuit judge in Hickory County in the 30th Judicial Circuit, Michael Hendrickson, said he’ll work hard to serve those fairly and impartially.

“I’m a Christian, a father, a husband and a judge,” Hendrickson said.

House approves district consolidation

The move from nine to eight districts resulted from the 2010 census.

THE MANEATER   By Madeline O'Leary 
Published April 8, 2011

The Missouri House of Representatives voted to approve a map that would eliminate a St. Louis congressional district held by Rep. Russ Carnahan, D-Mo. In addition to these changes, Columbia would lose Rep. Blaine Luetkemeyer, R-Mo., as a Representative and move into Rep. Vicky Hartzler's, R-Mo, proposed congressional district.

The proposal was drafted in response to the 2010 census and reconfigures Missouri's nine current U.S. House districts into eight. The proposed changes would leave Democrats with two left-leaning districts and Republicans with six right-leaning districts. 

Evidenced by the results of the census, the average rate of growth among all states was 9 percent, whereas Missouri only grew 7 percent. Because Missouri's population grew considerably slower, the re-drawing of existing congressional lines was necessary to account for population changes. 

"When the population shifts, we have to make sure the districts are equal," said State Sen. Scott Rupp, R-Wentzville, and chairman of the redistricting committee in the Senate. "St. Louis needed to gain 163,000 people, and to do that you have to grab more geography to get more people in that congressional district."

A prominent feature of the proposal is the mixing of rural and urban districts. For example, Luetkemeyer's congressional district under the proposal would lose Columbia and Northeast Missouri, but gain Jefferson City and parts of suburban St. Louis.

Rupp said because voting trends change drastically year to year, there are no political implications as a result of blending rural and urban districts involved in the proposal's possible implementation.

"We don't look at voting trends, we look at the population," Rupp said. "There will always be rural-urban mixes within districts in a state like Missouri. If a seat is lost such as in St. Louis, you must absorb the 163,000 people from surrounding counties, the map changes drastically."

Rupp said the redistricting process, under the House proposal, could also help increase competition by mixing constituencies with differing political standpoints. 

"When a district absorbs the loss of a seat, the population is spread out and it will alter the district's make up," Rupp said. "You can move a seat either way and the district will become more competitive."

Rep. Ron Casey, D-Mo., provided the only "no" vote against the proposal. Jefferson County, Casey's district, is home to 218,000 Missourians and is at risk of being divided into three different districts under the proposal. 

"That's a heavily Democratic vote that would be split up," Casey said. "It works to the Republican advantage because the district would be divided, then the new districts would be represented by Republican congress people because the Republicans have the majority and are drawing the lines."

Casey also saw more practicality in keeping urban areas independent of rural communities.

"I don't want to make a district I represent go to the Lake of the Ozarks," Casey said. "I believe that's a horrible idea. I respect it, but I disagree with it."

Hartzler's spokesman, Steve Walsh, said if the proposal goes through, Columbia's potential move from Luetkemeyer's ninth district into what would be Hartzler's fourth district holds no real political implications.

"Columbia is currently apart of the ninth district and is represented by a Republican," Walsh said. "There are no real political implications because Columbia, already represented by a Republican would still be represented by a Republican if it were moved to the fourth district."

Luetkemeyer's press secretary, Paul Sloca, said Luetkemeyer cannot comment until the proposal has reached its final form.

Ellinger pushes Mid-Missouri’s redistricting interests

JEFFERSON CITY NEWS TRIBUNE  By Bob Watson
Sunday, April 10, 2011

Cole County Presiding Commissioner Marc Ellinger wasn’t surprised “at all” last week, when the House Redistricting Committee on Tuesday skipped over his proposed map in favor of one proposed by Chairman John Diehl, R-Town and Country.

The Diehl plan was approved by the full House on Wednesday and sent to the Senate.

“We saw the way the House handled the bill, that the fix was in ... it moves forward because the leadership wants it to move forward,” Ellinger said Friday.

“And I don’t think that anybody from this part of the state can look at the map that was approved by the House and say it’s a rational, reasonable or logical map.”

As lawmakers redraw the state’s congressional district lines, to reflect the population changes over the last decade and the loss of one district because Missouri’s population didn’t grow as much as other states, Ellinger’s focused on getting lawmakers to create a Mid-Missouri-based district.

“The interests that we have, obviously, are condensed and confined,” he explained. “People drive to Columbia (and) the Lake of the Ozarks from Cole County, and vice-versa, (and) it’s not considered a long drive. ...

“It’s considered staying local, and that’s the community of interest that the federal law says you’re supposed to take into account.”

Ellinger repeated Friday what he’s said several times: “If there’s not a central Missouri district, it certainly calls into question whether they are legal as they are drawn ... and I think that’s a matter that would end up in the courts.”

He agreed there are those in the Kansas City and St. Louis areas who also may have a legal complaint.

Ellinger is a Republican, lawyer and CPA.

He recently has worked with Rex Sinquefield, a retired multi-millionaire who has been active in some statewide issues, including some controversial ones.

But none of his legal work has any connection with his interest in the redistricting issue, Ellinger said.

He’s in this fight because he’s the presiding commissioner, “trying to do what is best for Cole County. I think that’s the role, and the obligation, of the presiding commissioner.

“And I think, frankly, it’s the role and obligation of our state representatives and the state senator.”

Mid-Missouri Republicans Jay Barnes and Mike Bernskoetter, Jefferson City; Jeanie Riddle, Mokane; Caleb Jones, California; Rodney Schad, Versailles; and Tom Loehner, Koeltztown, all were among the 106 representatives voting for the House-passed plan, while the region’s lone Democrat — Chris Kelly, Columbia — was among the 53 lawmakers voting against it.

The full Senate has yet to take a vote.

“I don’t think they want to put a map on the floor that’s going to get a guaranteed filibuster,” Ellinger said.

Although he’s representing Mid-Missouri’s interests, he has not — yet — met with Boone County, Columbia or other regional officials.

“That is something I’m going to do,” Ellinger said, “but, the way this thing played out in the cards, as you well know, it was very fast and very quick — and sometimes it’s more valuable to be nimble than it is to build a huge coalition.”

Still, he agreed, Mid-Missouri businesses and other groups — especially in Jefferson City, Columbia and the Lake of the Ozarks areas — already have been working together on a number of different issues and projects, showing that “we have a community of interest here.”

He added: “I think we as residents of the central part of the state have acknowledged that this is what’s best for all of us, to work together for a number of reasons.

“And congressional representation is just one of them.”

Boone and Cole counties have not been in the same congressional district since 1981 — the last time the state lost a congressional district.

Ellinger said the region wasn’t hurt by that separation, but “while we were split, neither one of us was a suburb of St. Louis City,” and both Columbia and Jefferson City were “anchor cities” in their separate, mainly rural, districts.

“I firmly believe — and I think it’s hard to dispute — that had we been in a district where we were a small community with a dominant St. Louis majority in the district, we would have been hurt, for sure,” Ellinger explained. “And we can’t allow that to happen as we go forward because ... we’re going to end up getting the short end of the stick.”

Because, he said, a St. Louis area-based member of Congress will be “geared, dominated and controlled by the issues of suburban St. Louis — and we’re not suburban St. Louis.”

Ellinger hopes the Legislature “will come together” on “something that works for everybody. If not — if we can’t get a map out of the Legislature — the next best option is the only option.

“Which is allowing the courts to draw it.”

Analysis: Nixon, Kinder now share travel trouble 

By DAVID A. LIEB  Associated Press
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Missouri Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder suddenly has a lot more in common with Gov. Jay Nixon - and that could make Kinder's likely challenge of Nixon a bit more complicated in the 2012 elections.
What Missouri's top two executives share is some heavy baggage when it comes to their travel at taxpayers' expense.

Nixon, a Democrat, has come under criticism for billing the cost of his frequent airplane flights to state agencies instead of his own office - essentially passing the buck to other parts of government at the very time he has been telling government to cut costs.

That could have made for a compelling commercial by a political opponent.

But Kinder, a Republican, now also has come under criticism for charging taxpayers for his frequent hotel stays, many of them at posh places in the St. Louis area, albeit at a discounted government rate.

As a result, that potential political ad attacking Nixon's travel would almost assuredly be rebutted with an ad criticizing Kinder's travel. And that may mean neither ad ever runs.

"Both candidates sort of are tarred with this," said Marvin Overby, a political science professor at the University of Missouri-Columbia. "They're going to want to talk about other things, and they are going to be in the position of having to pass on a potential weakness in the other candidate because they have that weakness too."

The travel saga may be the most politically costly to Kinder - not because his action is any worse, but because it muddies the challenger's ability to criticize the incumbent.

The Associated Press first reported in 2009 that Nixon was billing other agencies for his airplane flights, a practice which he has continued and defended as an appropriate cost allocation. In January and February alone, Nixon's office racked up $30,263 of flight costs that were charged to various state agencies, according to the Office of Administration.

Former Missouri Auditor Susan Montee, who now is chairwoman of the state Democratic Party, said in a January audit that it appeared inappropriate for state agencies to bear the costs of gubernatorial travel that at times bore no clear benefit to the agencies. Republican and Democratic lawmakers alike also have taken issue with Nixon's flight billing. The proposed 2012 budget recently passed by the House would prohibit most state agencies from paying for the travel costs of statewide executive officials.

But Nixon's problem also became Kinder's when the St. Post-Dispatch reported last week that Kinder had received state reimbursements totaling $35,050 for at least 329 nights at hotels in St. Louis and St. Louis County since 2006. Those included 236 nights at the Chase Park Plaza, where Kinder typically was billed at the discounted government rate of about $119 with tax included. Some of those hotel stays coincided with Kinder's attendance at sporting events, society galas and a tea party rally.

Kinder defended the hotel costs and said all of the trips related to official state business, even if he also attended some political events after business hours. Yet Kinder announced last week that his campaign committee would pay the state $35,050 to make sure there was no "taint or suspicion" about his activities.

The payment resembled Nixon's response to a prior travel saga in October 2007, when Nixon was attorney general and running for governor. Nixon's campaign committee paid the state about $47,000 after it was revealed that Nixon used his state vehicle and attorney general's staff for political travel. Although Missouri law prohibits state vehicles from being used for private purposes, Nixon had justified the practice by claiming he was always on duty as attorney general - even while campaigning - and said the staff was necessary for security.

Nixon's campaign pledged in 2007 to instead lease a vehicle for his travels and explained that it made the payment so he could focus on more important issues. Kinder likewise said last week that his campaign would lease a condominium in St. Louis for future travel and explained that he made the state payment so the focus could return to more important issues.

Kinder, however, sought to distinguish the controversy over his travel from that surrounding Nixon's current travel patterns.

"My travel is transparent and fully out of my own office budget - his is neither," Kinder said.

Nixon has not publicly commented by Kinder's travel. But Nixon has defended his own flight billing as transparent to the public.

Whether the potential gubernatorial rivals will attempt to make a bigger issue out of the other's travel may depend on several factors.

"People are going to be doing constant polling and focus groups and talking to individuals to see what they remember, what sticks and what can be used in a campaign ad," said Dave Robertson, a political science professor at the University of Missouri-St. Louis. As of now, "we don't know the answer of what is going to die off and what is going to be used to bludgeon opponents in next year's elections."

Apr 11, 5:00 AM EDT

Nixon to tout report by economic growth panel 

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Gov. Jay Nixon is touting a new report with recommendations on how Missouri can boost its economy in the future.
Nixon and state Economic Development Director David Kerr were to release the final report Monday from a commission of business leaders from around the state.

In December, the commission announced several objectives for creating jobs, as well as seven targeted industries with potential for growth. Those industries are advanced manufacturing, energy, bioscience, health sciences, information technology, financial and professional services, and transportation.

Senate gets its shot at Missouri budget

BY REBECCA BERG | STLtoday.com | Posted: Monday, April 11, 2011 8:45 am

JEFFERSON CITY • While disputes over spending federal money have captured headlines, the Missouri Legislature has so far faced little difficulty in drafting the state's spending plan.

But that could change this week when a Senate panel decides on its changes to the budget, clearing way for debate by the full chamber. On the table will be funding for K-12 and higher education, school transportation and the arts, among other items.

The House already has passed its version of the budget with relative ease and bipartisan approval.

That fiscal 2012 spending plan of more than $23 billion would cut funding to colleges and universities by 7 percent, while devoting less money to school transportation and providing no increases for elementary and secondary schools. In addition, it would reduce the state lottery's advertising budget, cut funds for statewide officials and limit the public money that can be used for the governor's travel.

Ultimately, those cuts do not vary drastically from those proposed by the governor earlier this year for the budget that will take effect July 1.

The Legislature each year must determine how much of the general revenue, the state's largest pot of money, should be spent. The House version of the budget would cut general revenue spending by more than $6 million from the governor's proposal.

Rep. Ryan Silvey, R-Kansas City, who led the House budget negotiations, touted the proposal as the best possible with the state's limited money.

"This was the first budget that wasn't built substantially on imagined money," he said last week.

Overall, House Democrats were receptive to the spending plan. Rep. Sara Lampe, D-Springfield, worked closely with Silvey on the House Budget Committee, and even made unannounced visits with him to state departments earlier this year while researching where to make cuts.

Though Lampe regretted some of the cuts, she said the budget was "the best we could do under the circumstances." At the conclusion of the final budget vote, Lampe and Silvey met in the middle, literally, to shake hands at the rear of the House chamber.

The result of such bipartisan cooperation was a budget proposal that flew through the House with scarcely a hiccup, though it could still face some hurdles in the Senate.

HIGHER EDUCATION
College and university leaders had anticipated funding cuts with a sense of mounting dread. That budget line could be a point of contention in the Senate. The appropriations chair, Sen. Kurt Schaefer, R-Columbia, represents a district that includes the University of Missouri.

As colleges and universities grapple with those cuts, students will be facing reductions to some of the state's largest scholarship programs. Funding for the Access Missouri Scholarship program, which is distributed based on financial need, would decrease by $18 million next year under the House plan, but that number pales in comparison with the $48 million cut initially floated by the governor.

Meanwhile, the A+ Scholarship program would receive $7 million more next year under the House plan, which would still cut the governor's proposed expansion of the program by $1 million.

Transportation to K-12 schools would be cut drastically from its funding levels this year under the proposed House budget plan. Instead of allocating more than $152 million for buses and other transportation to elementary and secondary schools statewide, the state would spend just under $100 million.

Silvey said that reduction is the budget decision that would be the "most painful across the state." The issue could draw debate in the Senate, and some of the school transportation funding could be restored.

The House kept the overall funding level for elementary and secondary schools at about $3 billion. That amount is more than $250 million below the number recommended by the Foundation Formula, a recipe set in 2005 to ensure that students receive the minimum amount deemed necessary for an adequate education. That amount is set by the formula at $6,116 per student per year.

Public funding for arts programs, public television and the humanities are also on the chopping block under the House budget plan. Nixon recommended money for all three areas, including an extra $1.2 million for the Missouri Arts Council; the House, however, opted to zero out each of those budget lines.

Meanwhile, the state lottery will receive less money for advertising than ever before if the House gets its way. The lottery's advertising budget is slated to be cut by $8.3 million to just $1 million. The lottery sent about $259 million back to Missouri schools last year.

SOME DEBATE
One of the biggest expenses in the budget — health care for the poor — drew little attention this year as the House proposed spending more than $8.5 billion on Medicaid, including more than $1.7 billion in general revenue funds. The governor proposed about $8.4 billion for Medicaid, also with about $1.7 billion from general revenue. Under both proposals, the spending would mark an increase of more than $500 million over last year's budget.

Meanwhile, a few relatively minor budget lines garnered considerably more debate.

Notably, House members of both parties used the budget process to criticize Nixon's travel billing practices. Records revealed earlier this year that Nixon has charged nearly $400,000 in air travel expenses to state departments since taking office.

First, legislators decided to restrict the governor from billing his future trips to departments, with the exception of the Department of Public Safety. The House added $500,000 to the governor's travel budget to compensate, but Rep. Jamilah Nasheed, D-St. Louis, sponsored a measure to remove that money.

The current plan would restrict the governor — and all other statewide officials — to public money from either his reduced office budget or from the Department of Public Safety for traveling.

Nixon wouldn't be the only statewide official facing a budget crunch under the House plan: All statewide officials would see their funding decrease next year by 5 percent.

But for all of the House's work, the spending proposal could already be in jeopardy. A handful of senators have threatened to filibuster a bill to accept $189 million in federal funds for education. If the money is not approved, it will require that additional money be cut from the budget to fill the gap.

Nixon urged the Senate to take action on the issue. House Speaker Steve Tilley, R-Perryville, said the Senate would be responsible for reworking the budget if legislators continued to block the federal education funds.

"We don't control what happens on the other side of the building," Tilley said, "but I believe that if they don't pass it, it'll be their problem to fix it."

Mo. lawmakers to debate unemployment, insurance 

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Missouri lawmakers could consider extended unemployment benefits and health insurance during floor debates this week.
In the Senate is a bill that renews long-term, federally funded jobless benefits while cutting short the state's benefits to some people who lose their jobs in the future. Lawmakers reached a deal last week after several Republican senators upset about federal spending had blocked efforts to renew the long-term benefits.

House leaders say they plan to debate legislation that develops a state health insurance exchange. The exchange would allow individuals and small businesses to compare and buy health insurance plans.

Filibuster deal leaves schools worrying about funding cuts

Monday, April 11, 2011
By M.D. Kittle ~ Southeast Missourian

As the political dance continues in Jefferson City, Mo., Southeast Missouri superintendents are left wondering what the standoff between the filibuster four and Gov. Nixon will mean to their district's budgets. 

On Thursday, four Republican senators upset about federal spending ended a filibuster against legislation renewing long-term jobless benefits, after the Senate voted to cut state jobless benefits by six weeks, to a maximum of 20 weeks. In trade, Senate Pro Tem Rob Mayer, R-Dexter, pledged to help the filibustering senators identify $250 million of federal stimulus spending that can be cut from the state's budget. 

It's a smaller number than the $300 million the group of lawmakers had sought the day before. They saw it as victory. 

"My goal from the beginning was to send back as much stimulus money as possible -- borrowed money from the federal government -- and that's what we accomplished," said Sen. Jim Lembke, a St. Louis Republican, who led the group of filibustering senators. 

What remains uncertain is where the cuts in federal funding would come. The Missouri School Board Association worries a big target would be the $189 million in stimulus money that Nixon has proposed to maintain public school funding at flat levels -- seen as a victory for Missouri school districts that have faced deep state funding cuts in recent years. 

"The senators continue to argue that the federal money needs to be sent back to Washington to reduce the federal deficit even though refusing the federal money would do no such thing," said the MSBA's blog Capitol Watch. "So the supplemental funding bill for schools is still very much in jeopardy." 

The association notes that the supplemental appropriations bill already has passed the House by a wide margin and would "undoubtedly pass" the Senate if allowed to come to a vote. 

"What a shame," MSBA said. 

Cape Girardeau's public schools could face a $400,000 hit if the federal money goes away, said Jim Welker, superintendent of the Cape Girardeau School District. 

He said these are nervous days for school administrators, but he's hopeful the school funding plan will survive. 

"I'll feel better when the legislative session is over," Welker said. 

Kevin Dunn said he's urged his staff to contact their senators and let them know how important the funding is. The superintendent of the Perry County School District said philosophically he agrees with the filibustering senators stance. 

"I don't think the federal government should keep going into debt borrowing money," Dunn said. "That said, all 50 states got these appropriations, and if they don't use it, it's going to hurt our kids and our schools. 

"This is not the proper place to make a political statement." 

Power to the people? Hancock amendment worked both ways
By Dale Singer, Beacon staff 
Posted 11:26 pm, Sun., 4.10.11 
After Illinois lawmakers finally woke up to the realization that they needed to raise taxes to help close the state's yawning budget gap, they met into the early morning hours in January, bit the bullet and increased income taxes by 66 percent.

If Missouri needed a similar solution, the buck couldn't stop in Jefferson City. The issue would have to go to the voters for final approval.
That requirement doesn't stem from the original Hancock amendment that was passed in 1980, at least not in all cases. Because of tax cuts and the growth of Missourians' personal income in the past 30 years, the state is nowhere near the revenue limit that amendment set.

But the impulse behind the amendment -- Missouri takes in too much tax money and voters need to stem the tide -- led to further legal restrictions. Perhaps more importantly, it nurtured an expectation on the part of the state's residents that before they have to send more money to the state's coffers, they get to have their say.

When governments are flush, that process might work well. In the kind of tough budget times that states -- and their residents -- have been going through for the past few years, it can raise questions about the purpose and the limits of representative government and how it can best be run.

"People who support a measure like the Hancock amendment think voters are not smart enough to make their own fiscal decisions," says Robert Cropf, head of the Department of Public Policy Studies at Saint Louis University. "They have to be told certain things are off-limits.
"To some extent, the logic is valid. But to say that people don't have the knowledge to make these decisions, and you have to have a law in place to force these decisions, is kind of like Prohibition. Essentially what we're talking about is how we should govern ourselves. Can we be expected to make the right decisions, or do we have to have a law or a constitutional amendment that forces us to do things? It says people can't be trusted to do the right thing."

And while the amendment and its aftermath have forced votes by the people on local and statewide tax measures, it has prompted lawmakers to find ways around the amendment. Paradoxically, that thrust has forced some decisions behind closed doors, like the increased use of tax credits, and given rise to an increased numbers of initiative petitions that can give disproportionate influence to rich individuals who are willing to spend their money to advance their political philosophy.

To David Valentine, who formerly directed research in the Missouri Senate and now teaches at the school of public affairs at the University of Missouri-Columbia, the result is a kind of straitjacket that sharply curtails the options the state has to pay for operations.

"We elect people to do the things that we can't do," Valentine says, "and when we do things like the Hancock amendment -- and particularly the amendment to the amendment -- we limit their ability to do the things they have to do.

"The legislative branch is the only place that directly represents us, and when we limit their ability to act on our behalf, we are really limiting ourselves."

Letting voters decide

To longtime lawmaker Wayne Goode, a perfect example of how the Hancock amendment has affected Missouri governance and finances is the state's cigarette tax. At 17 cents a pack, it is the lowest in the nation, and at a time when officials in Jefferson City are scrounging around to find every possible dollar to run the state, raising the cigarette tax is frequently discussed as an obvious part of the solution.
But when the issue went to voters -- twice -- it was narrowly rejected, both times by a vote of 51-49 percent. In 2002, a proposed increase of 55 cents went down to defeat. Four years later, an increase of just 4 cents met the same fate. Whenever proponents of a higher tax raise the issue these days, the echo of those two votes is a powerful reminder of how voters feel.
To Goode, though, the election returns don't necessarily reflect true feelings about higher cigarette taxes as much as they reveal a sobering truth about modern campaigns.

"If there was a truthful discussion and debate on what the needs were, and if voters could analyze, then make a decision on the arguments that were made, taxpayers would probably support it," said Goode, who retired from the Missouri Senate in 2005 after serving as a legislator for 42 years.

"But that's not the way campaigns are run these days, whether they are campaigns for people running for office or campaigns for tax assessments or dealing with issues. It's a matter of ads and half-truths, or outright untruths, and people make their decisions based on who can say the most on TV, as opposed to having a really accurate, thoughtful debate on the issues. That pretty much makes it impossible."

Are lawmakers sorry they have had such tax decisions taken out of their hands? Donald Phares, emeritus professor of economics and public policy at the University of Missouri-St. Louis, isn't so sure.
"There's probably some relief on the part of some legislators, a sense that now it's in the hands of the voters if they want to raise revenue, which nobody wants to do anyway," he said. "They can say: 'We didn't do it. If anything gets screwed up or goes wrong, it's not our fault.'"

To get taxing questions before voters, the use of initiative petitions has increased in recent years. One that garnered a lot of attention last year was Proposition A, on whether St. Louis and Kansas City should be able to keep levying earnings taxes. It was put onto the ballot after a petition drive bankrolled by wealthy businessman Rex Sinquefield, who donated more than $11 million to the cause.

The money funded a campaign that to some had an ironic slogan: Let Voters Decide.

To Phares, the problem with such a route toward legislation is twofold. First, as the original Hancock petition drive has shown, the resulting law could be ambiguous and subject to years of interpretation by the courts. Second, it lets individuals who are willing to fund expensive campaigns have disproportionate influence over the public agenda.

Proposition A passed handily statewide in November, prompting votes this spring in St. Louis and Kansas City on whether the earnings taxes should continue. Now, Sinquefield has begun circulating petitions that would do away with the state income tax and institute in its place a so-called "fair tax" -- an increase in the state sales tax, and a large change in how the state pays for basic services.

"One person who has power through his wealth can control what, if he is successful, would be a quantum change in the fiscal structure in the state of Missouri," Phares said. "That is not in keeping with Hancock."

Sinquefield was not available to respond. But his spokeswoman, Laura Slay, sent this comment via e-mail:

"Prop A provides a perfect example of raising a policy issue with the voters and letting them decide what they think is right. If enough people believe in an issue, sign a petition and successfully place that issue on the ballot, then every voter will have the right to vote on it. No matter what the issue, the process is the same. Each of us only has one vote."

Revenue limits and tax credits

Another result of Hancock cited by observers of Missouri government -- and one that is getting increased attention as the budget grows leaner in Jefferson City -- is the growth of the use of tax credits.
During better financial times, as the state's revenue collections began to inch up toward the Hancock ceiling, lawmakers had a choice in how they wanted to fund programs such as the rehabilitation and restoration of historic buildings.

They could set aside existing revenue for that purpose. They could go to voters and ask them to raise taxes to bring in the money needed to pay for such efforts. Or they could devise ways to come up with the dollars without having to use the mechanism required by Hancock.

The result, notes political science professor Terry Jones at the University of Missouri-St. Louis, was the growth of tax credits.
"If someone came to you and said they need to do more to preserve historic buildings," he explained, "to provide grants for the projects, you would then in all likelihood increase revenue. But if you do tax credits, you don't have to worry about Hancock. It accomplishes the same thing."

Adds Jim Moody, former state budget director and now a consultant in Jefferson City:

"When we were over the limit, tax credits were a no-cost way to fund programs. Later, when people were getting refunds, it simply reduced the amount of the refunds. Only when we get under the limit does it become a tax expenditure."

Last summer, Gov. Jay Nixon -- concerned about the growth of tax credits over the years -- named a 27-member review commission to study which programs should remain, which should be cut back and which should be eliminated altogether. It also weighed whether the conditions under which the credits are granted should be changed.

In its report released in February, the commission said that the 61 tax credit programs it studied had grown from $102.7 million in 1998 to $521.5 million last year -- an increase of more than 400 percent. As a share of the state's net general revenue, redemptions of the credits had grown from 1.7 percent to 7.7 percent in the same time period.

The commission pinpointed which programs should stay, which should go and which should be trimmed. Lawmakers are wrestling with those decisions now.

To some, the fact that voters are cut out of those deliberations is one more indication of how Hancock's original goal has shifted.

And the argument that many have used against term limits -- that when lawmakers are forced to leave after a certain period of time, the most knowledgeable people in the Capitol will be lobbyists -- may also apply to the effect of Hancock as well, when decisions on issues such as tax credits move out of the public sphere.

"This may well put more power into the hands of lobbyists who are wired in," Phares said.

Danger -- do not touch

With all of the discussion about how Missouri government should be funded, will there be any talk about changing the Hancock amendment, or doing away with it altogether?
No one seems to think that such a debate is likely any time soon.

"Whether or not Hancock is a good thing would depend on one's view of what the state ought to be providing in the way of services," Goode says.

"If you go back 25 or 30 years ago or more in the Missouri legislature, there was a feeling that you had to provide services, particularly in the areas of education and other related fields, the basic services. Now there's a loudly heard minority that says no, we're spending way more than we ought to be spending and we need to cut back."
To Tom Kruckemeyer, now the chief economist for the Missouri Budget Project after spending many years in the Department of Revenue, it's a Missouri thing.

"Missouri has long been a very conservative state," he says. "I'd like to see the legislature have the authority to deal with budget problems, or more authority than it does now. The legislature has become powerless to deal with a major budget crisis, except to decide what to cut. But that's the way people seem to want it. The Hancock amendment was voted in by the people, and who's to say they are wrong?"

Goode notes that for many politicians in Jefferson City, it's a question of survival.

"Basically, no one is looking at dealing with the revenue problem this state is facing with any kind of tax increase," he says. "One, it's difficult to pass, and two, it's another third rail that no one wants to get close to. It's going to be a long time."

At least one member of the Missouri House, though, seems willing to touch what others are shying away from. Rep. Jeanette Mott Oxford, a St. Louis Democrat, is once again sponsoring what she calls Tax Justice for a Healthy Missouri, House Bill 637.
It would change tax tables, reduce the burden on lower-income Missourians and keep more tax dollars in the state that otherwise would go to Washington because of how the state's tax structure is set up.

Oxford isn't counting on winning a majority for her plan, but she wants to make sure it gets a hearing.

"Rex Sinquefield can make sure we can discuss a so-called fair tax bill," she says, "but I don't have a sugar daddy to make sure we can discuss the kind of bill I have, to create a more modern, fair and adequate tax system."

And she doesn't consider Hancock to be all that scary that it can't be dealt with.

"I'd be glad to touch that rail," Oxford says, "but I don't think most legislators would. And I don't think that would pass in the current legislature."

Next: What has been the result of the revenue limitations of Hancock?
Area districts favor bill requiring schools to report teacher sex abuse
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A bill that would hold school districts accountable for failing to notify the state and fellow school systems about teacher sexual abuse allegations involving students has the general support of administrators at some of Southeast Missouri's biggest school districts. 

But one superintendent did voice concerns. 

The Missouri Senate last week passed the measure, which requires that schools report allegations of child abuse to the state within 24 hours. Under the legislation approved Thursday, school districts also would have to inform other districts if a teacher was fired or forced to resign for sexually abusing a student. 

In an attempt to stay up with the changing technology, teachers would be prohibited from communicating over the Internet with current or former students by means that aren't open to district administrators and the students' parents. 

"On the surface of it, this looks like a very good bill that's good for kids and good for schools," said Kevin Dunn, superintendent of the Perry County School District in Perryville. 

Jim Welker, superintendent of the Cape Girardeau School District, agreed. 

"The important thing is we provide a safe environment for our students," he said. 

But Welker is concerned that the 24-hour mandate wouldn't give a district much time to investigate accusations of abuse. 

"Certainly if there is a report of sexual misconduct, we certainly would want to make sure we have an opportunity to investigate it," he said. "We would understand the need to report it, but there is a narrow window to do any kind of investigation." 

The bill, known as the Amy Hestir Student Protection Act, is named for a Missouri student who claims as a teenager in the 1970s she was molested by her teacher, who, as of a few years ago, reportedly was teaching in Southeast Missouri. 

Sen. Jane Cunningham, R-St. Louis, the bill's sponsor, said in Hestir's case, the teacher who is alleged to have abused her moved on to another school district, teaching until his retirement. 

The senator first introduced the legislation after a 2007 Associated Press probe found 87 licensed teachers in Missouri lost credentials between 2001 and 2005 due to sexual misconduct with students. 

Some of the educators were hired to teach at other Missouri schools because the districts that fired them failed to inform the new employer, the AP investigation found. 

Area school administrators say their current district policies don't include notification clauses, but there are polices in place to handle sexual misconduct. 

"It's something that would require immediate termination, or at least require them to be out of the classroom until we review it," said Rita Fisher, assistant superintendent of the Jackson School District. 

The legislation requires abuse allegations to be investigated by the state, not by the schools. 

Welker said districts need to be armed with information when they hire. 

"If others are not willing to share that information, it makes it difficult for the hiring school district to know if they have problems," he said. 

"School districts in the past have been reluctant to share that information, not knowing the legal repercussions." 

Dunn said the bill would eliminate confidentiality agreements that prohibit districts from talking about reasons for terminations. 

"This takes it out of the district's hands," he said. "'I say, 'This is something I have to divulge.' It keeps schools from getting hit with confidentiality suits." 

The bill has the support of the Missouri State Teachers Association, because it includes the safeguard of a teacher's presumption of innocence. 

MSTA opposed similar past legislation, which would have made educators disprove sexual abuse accusations, Mike Wood, a lobbyist for association told The Associated Press. 

Posted on Sun, Apr. 10, 2011 

Nominees for Missouri curators still haven’t been confirmed

COLUMBIA | A pair of prospective University of Missouri curators continue to await lawmaker approval of their nominations nearly three months after Gov. Jay Nixon first submitted their names for consideration.

Columbia attorney Craig Van Matre was nominated in late January to fill a vacancy on the University of Missouri Board of Curators. 

The vacancy was created in November by board member Bo Fraser’s resignation. 

Cassville attorney Don Cupps also is waiting for confirmation.

The Columbia Daily Tribune reported that the two curator hopefuls are among eight appointees to state boards and commissions whose nominations have yet to be scheduled for confirmation hearings. 

An additional five nominees face legislative hearings in the next two weeks. 

Two more nominees have been approved by a Senate committee but are in limbo because of objections by senators.

| The Associated Press

BOG increases tuition, determines contracts and approves project costs for upcoming year
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Breaking News: BOG increases tuition, determines contracts and approves project costs for upcoming year.

The Truman State University Board of Governors met today at the Student Union Building to discuss financial and business matters for the upcoming 2011-2012 academic year.

The Board unanimously passed a resolution to increase tuition 4.7 percent for in-state undergraduate students and 3.8 percent for out-of-state undergraduate and graduate students.

Tuition for out-of-state and graduate students has risen on an average of 2.8 percent during the past three years, while in-state undergraduate students have experienced a 1.6 percent increase, said Dave Rector, director of institutional research/budgets.

He said the tuition increase is intended to help compensate for the probable 7 percent budget cut from the state.

"When you put together the projected revenue from the tuition increase against what we are losing from the state, we still haven't reduced the budget for next year," Rector said.

In comparison to other Missouri public colleges' average 5-6 percent increase, Truman's tuition increases are relatively modest. Missouri Western State University recently increased their tuition by 9.5 percent for the upcoming school year.

University President Troy Paino wanted to keep the increases below 5 percent, Rector said.

 "We are trying to keep it as affordable as possible for students," Rector said. We are hoping that the cuts are over and that they will level out."

The Board also unanimously passed a resolution to extend the University's dining services contract with Sodexo for five years.

Treat America and Fresh Ideas competed with Sodexo for the University contract, Rector said.

Rector said that decision to continue with Sodexo was because of their "high quality and reasonable price" and the other companies never had handled clients Truman's size.

There will be a 3.7 percent increase in the price of food for the 2011-12 academic year.

"In the room and board rates that we already set for next year, we allowed an amount in that same vicinity," Rector said. "From the student perspective, there will not be a dramatic change. "

The Board passed a resolution to make Follett the new University bookstore contractor. Follett will replace Barnes and Noble, which has had a contract with Truman since 1987.

"They [Follett] focus a lot on rentals and the thought was that they would help students out with lower prices," Rector said.

The Board approved three money motions for various University projects.

The first motion approved $2.9 million for general maintenance in the SUB and Pickler Memorial Library. Projects will include re-sealing windows, masonry work and re-roofing.

The Board approved $120,000 for new cooling towers for McClain Hall, Violette Hall and Pickler Memorial Library.

The Board approved $33,000 for the purchase of a disk storage system and $99,000 for a dual-emission x-ray absorptiometry (DXA), a machine used to evaluate bone density. The Health and Exercise Sciences Department will use the machine for undergraduate studies in the Pershing Building's newly constructed south wing.

Missouri Senate to debate nuclear plant legislation

The Associated Press

JEFFERSON CITY | Missouri legislation sought by utilities as a potential first step toward a new nuclear power plant could be headed to the full Senate for debate.

A Senate committee has signed off on measure, and the chamber’s leaders say the full body could debate the bill as soon as this week.

Missouri utilities are asking the Legislature to allow them to charge customers for the cost of an early site permit from the U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission. A state law approved by voters in 1976 currently bars utilities from charging customers for the costs of a new power plant before it starts producing electricity.

Power companies and other supporters of the legislation contend the early site permit is needed to move forward with possibly expanding nuclear power in Missouri. However, consumers and industrial energy users are concerned about protections for ratepayers.

Missouri currently has one nuclear power plant, operated by Ameren Missouri, in Callaway County.

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

Gov. Jay Nixon endorsed the idea last fall, and a House committee has approved it. Since then, the public discussion has trailed off. House leaders now say that before advancing their version they want to see what senators do, and progress in the Senate has been much slower.

The idea has received a new start after a Senate committee tacked it onto a different measure and endorsed it. The Jefferson City News Tribune reported that Senate leaders say the measure is ready to be debated.

“I’m not opposed to nuclear power expansion,” said Senate President Pro Tem Rob Mayer, R-Dexter. “My main concern is how do you pay for it?”

The legislation would cap the costs that can be recovered at $45 million. If utilities get the permit but never build the nuclear plant, state regulators would need to hold a hearing to determine if the decision is proper and could order the power companies to return money to their customers if they determine the facility should have been built.

Ameren Missouri officials say the utility already has spent $25 million toward obtaining an early site permit. The company said an average residential customer would pay less than $2 per year for the permit.

The bill’s supporters say building a second nuclear plant would create jobs and boost economic development. They say the legislation is needed to keep that option open.

Some of the stiffest criticism about the legislation has come from an organization that represents consumers and industrial energy users. The group, called the Fair Energy Rate Action Fund, says the legislation would hurt electric ratepayers.

“It is unfortunate adequate provisions were not added that will protect consumers who are being forced to pay for this early site permit, especially with no guarantee a new plant is built,” said Chris Roepe, the group’s director.

Nuclear plant is SB48.
Former Greenpeace director tells Mo. commerce group nuclear power is safe

JEFFERSON CITY NEWS TRIBUNE  By Bob Watson
Friday, April 8, 2011

Nuclear power as an energy source is going to grow in the future, Patrick Moore told Missourians attending the state Chamber of Commerce and Industry’s “Energy Future” conference Thursday.

“It’s heartened a lot of us who support nuclear power that, even under the situation that exists in the world today, virtually all world leaders have reaffirmed their commitment to nuclear energy,” Moore said, “Not only ones who have nuclear energy now, but countries that are planning to have nuclear for the first time.”

He acknowledged that Japan’s crisis has the world asking questions about nuclear safety, and that there’s nothing wrong with double-checking safety issues.

But, Moore noted, Japan’s biggest problems in the crisis were caused by a major earthquake and the following tsunami.

“It looks like 28,000 people have lost their lives, at least 250,000 people are homeless,” he said. “Vast areas of land have been destroyed for a long period of time, (including) a lot of agricultural land. ...

“Nobody has died from the Fukushima (Nuclear Plant) crisis ... and nobody is expected to (die).”

He said the Radiation Effects Research Foundation, formed to track the survivors of the World War II Hiroshima and Nagasaki atomic bomb blasts, has determined “that there is insufficient exposure in both the population and the workers to warrant a follow-up study (of the Fukushima disaster) because it is certain that no health impact will be able to be discerned” between those exposed to radiation and those who were not exposed.

The biggest lesson to be learned from the Japanese crisis — at least in the early days — is that “they obviously did not have sufficient back-up power ... to pump cooling water through the core of the reactor, which is still very hot because of the heat of the decay of the fission products,” Moore said.

He supports those Missourians interested in developing a second reactor at Ameren Missouri’s Callaway plant site near Reform, where the first reactor has been operating safely since the mid-1980s.

And nuclear plants are safe places to work, Moore said, as shown by a 2004 Columbia University study of 53,000 nuclear plant workers finding “there are significantly, statistically, less cancers, less diseases and they live longer.”

Moore’s presentation includes his own story of how he came to support nuclear power — a story that begins in 1969 as he was “doing my Ph.D. in ecology at the University of British Columbia (and) I became radicalized at the height of the Vietnam War ... the Cold War and the threat of all-out nuclear holocaust.”

That’s when he “joined this little group in a church basement in Vancouver, called the ‘Don’t Make A Wave Committee’ and helped plan a protest voyage across the Pacific, against U.S. hydrogen bomb testing to symbolize our concern about the escalation of the Cold War and the threat of nuclear war.”

That little group became “Greenpeace,” and Moore helped lead Greenpeace-Canada and, later, the international group “leading campaigns around the world.”

But in 1986, Moore said, “I found myself the only International (Greenpeace) director with a formal education in science, and I felt it was becoming too sensationalist and political in nature.”

Among the mistakes the activist group has made, he said, was confusing the dangers of nuclear weapons with the safety of nuclear power.

All forms of energy production have risks, he explained, “but there is less risk with nuclear power.”

About five years ago, Moore co-founded the “Clean and Safe Energy Coalition,” which he co-chairs with Christine Todd Whitman, former New Jersey governor and EPA administrator (2001-03) in the George W. Bush administration.

He said the United States and Canada can reduce their reliance on fossil fuels substantially, by using ground-source heat-pumps for home heating and cooling needs and adopting hybrid technology with plug-in charging for vehicles.

With today’s known uranium and thorium resources, he said, nuclear energy should last for “tens of thousands of years.”
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Susan Redden: Bill targeting meth ingredient stalls in House committee 

By Susan Redden The Joplin Globe Sun Apr 10, 2011, 07:08 PM CDT 

JOPLIN, Mo. — It doesn’t appear that a bill targeting pseudoephedrine sales has much traction in the Missouri House of Representatives.

The Jasper County commissioners and Sheriff Archie Dunn had expressed support for a House bill that would require a doctor’s prescription for the sale of medications that contain the drug, which is used in making methamphetamine.

Dunn urged the commissioners to support the House bill if they could not do what Joplin and some other cities have done. Joplin adopted its own ban at the urging of police Chief Lane Roberts.

Joplin is a charter city with more latitude in state law; Jasper County is not a charter county, so it is bound by state statutes. The commission’s legal counsel said the statutes would not allow a county ordinance to impose the requirement.

The measure targeting statewide pseudoephedrine sales was introduced by Rep. Dave Schatz, R-Sullivan, but it has not moved since a public hearing March 9 before the House Crime Prevention and Public Safety Committee.

Rep. Bill Reiboldt, R-Neosho, is a member of the committee, and both he and Rep. Mike Kelley, R-Lamar, are among many who signed on as co-sponsors of the legislation.

Reiboldt said the public hearing brought “very respectful” debate from both sides of the issue, including representatives of law enforcement and the pharmaceutical industry.

“There’s not one person who doesn’t want to do something to stop this meth problem, but we don’t all agree on how to do it,” he said.

Reiboldt said one lawmaker, to illustrate his arguments that a state bill would have limited effect, showed others on the committee websites where pseudoephedrine can be bought online.

“He showed us a place in Texas where you could order 1,000 tablets,” he said. “When you can do that, you’re not going to solve the problem.”

He said legislation has been proposed in Congress “that would put the control on a national level by taking us back to before 1976, when a prescription was required. That’s probably the only answer.”

He noted that the House passed another measure targeting ingredients in bath salts that are being ingested as a drug. The measure added the chemical to the state’s list of controlled substances.

The House last week unanimously passed a measure sponsored by Kelley that also went before the Crime Prevention and Public Safety Committee. It amends current law to specify the time that a drunken-driving offender must spend in community service as a condition of being placed on probation. The current law sets the time in days; Kelley’s amendment changes it to specify an eight-hour day for each day of community service.

The Senate last week passed a bill sponsored by Sen. Jack Goodman, R-Mount Vernon, to increase the penalties for the crimes of human trafficking, slavery and certain sex crimes against children. Under the measure, an individual who is convicted would have to pay restitution to the victims. The legislation also contains provisions for the benefit of a defendant in a prostitution case if she is coerced by the use or threat of physical force.

Also, the Senate passed a bill to create a Task Force on the Prevention of Sexual Abuse of Children to make recommendations for reducing child sexual abuse.

The bill was amended to include a provision aimed at preventing sexual misconduct by school employees. It would, among other things, require teachers and administrators to report alleged sexual misconduct by a teacher or other school employee within 24 hours of the student making the allegation. It also would require school districts to disclose abuse allegations when responding to a potential employer’s request for information regarding employees.

Traffic-camera programs resist backlash

11:00 PM, Apr. 10, 2011

Written by Ryan Randazzo 
The Arizona Republic 

In a bright office amid dozens of workers and computers, an employee reviews video of a GMC pickup cruising through an intersection in Tempe, Ariz., well after the signal turned red.

The camera captured a clear picture of the driver's face and plate number, and soon enough, with a few clicks of a mouse and verification from police, a notice of violation will arrive in the driver's Wyoming mailbox.

At the next desk, another American Traffic Solutions Inc. employee watches on his screen as a driver whizzes past the snow-laden sidewalks in Edmonton, Alberta, reviewing the clip to ensure a violation occurred.

Similar scenes played out nearly 3 million times last year, with speeding drivers and red-light runners contributing $150 million in revenue for ATS and millions more for their local law-enforcement agencies.

Springfield also used red-light cameras from June of 2007 until March of 2010, when they were shut off after a successful, precedent-setting appeal of a single, $100 ticket.

Despite backlash nationwide, ATS, which bought out the camera company Springfield had been using, has been expanding its traffic-camera programs nationwide. Its competitors have also been doing more business.

The tremendous growth has come despite a national recession and fierce resistance to photo en-forcement in ATS' home state of Arizona, and in other cities.

Springfield alone saw not only the successful appeal of the single ticket, but the dismissal of thousands of other tickets, based on a Supreme Court ruling that the city was improperly handling contested tickets.

Designed to be revenue-neutral when it went online, Springfield's system was credited with contributing to an overall reduction in crashes at monitored intersections and fewer red-light violations citywide.

But fewer-than-expected violations -- and the city's decision to dismiss about 1,700 cases pending when Supreme Court handed down its ruling -- led to an overall cost to the city of about $200,000. City Council is expected to soon consider whether to restart the camera enforcement with a different process for challenging tickets.

Backlash intense

ATS officials said that after years of avoiding most debates over their business, they recently decided to engage their critics, who have proposed camera bans in several locations.

"We let the opponents of these things cast themselves as the victims," said Charles Territo, ATS vice president of communications. "The reality is that the only victims are those who are killed or injured when a person runs a red light. More than two-thirds of those fatalities are pedestrians, bicyclists and passengers in other cars ...."

Henry Bentley, a Florida home remodeler who also builds websites, is against the cameras. One of his sites is banthecams.org, where he keeps a collection of news stories regarding traffic-safety cameras from across the country.

Bentley's opposition to the cameras started about a year and a half ago when he was ticketed in Florida.

He said cities using photo enforcement shorten the length of their yellow lights to entrap drivers.

"I did tons of research," he said. "I've gotten a lot of people on board knowledgeable about what is going on."

Safety countered

The camera companies counter that the cameras prompt people to drive slower and safer, and fewer people die in car accidents.

They tout research from the independent Insurance Institute for Highway Safety that shows cities with cameras on their streets have fewer fatalities.

The most recent study, released in February, said that 14 cities with cameras from 2004 to 2008 showed a 35 percent drop in fatal red-light-running crashes compared with 1992 to 1996.

In Springfield, a city report about the cameras, around the time they were shut down was very positive -- safety-wise.

A spokeswoman said the city recorded 7,436 crashes in 2009, the lowest number since 1997, about 900 fewer than the high in 1999.

A traffic trend analysis from July of 2009 found a 20 percent decrease in crashes due to signal violations at intersections where red light cameras were installed, she said.

Total crashes at those intersections dropped 3.44 percent, she said, and angle crashes were down 2.78 percent.

Critics dispute safety statistics, but Adrian Lund, insurance institute president, insists the cameras do coerce drivers into operating their vehicles more safely.

Other critics charge that the institute supports photo enforcement only because it allows insurance companies to charge higher rates to people who get tickets.

Lund responds to that criticism by saying that the organization doesn't support all laws that lead to more tickets because some laws, such as texting bans, have not been proven to influence drivers to be safer.

Photo-enforcement is different, he said, because the cameras change how people drive.

News-Leader staff contributed to this report.

Mo. bill would close graphic crime images 
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Some Missouri lawmakers want graphic photos and videos from crime scenes to be exempt from the state's public records laws.

A House bill sponsored by Henry County Republican Scott Largent would make photos or videos closed records if they depict a person who has been decapitated or dismembered or if the genitals are exposed.

To view the images, a person would have to get written permission from the victim's family or a court order.

The law would not apply to lawyers who need the photos or video for the criminal defense of a client. The lawyers would be able to show the photos to their client and expert witnesses.

---

Crime scene photos bill is HB883

Online:

Legislature: http://moga.mo.gov 

Committees get to work redrawing Missouri legislative districts

Sunday, April 10, 2011

By Scott Moyers ~ Southeast Missourian

State Sen. Jason Crowell hopes the two Missouri commissions responsible for redrawing the legislative districts -- one which includes Cape Girardeau City Council member Kathy Swan -- complete their tasks and leave the courts out of it. 

But he's not optimistic. 

"I don't forejudge anything," Crowell said last week. "I wish them well. But the best predictor of the future is what happens in the past." 

If that dictum holds out, then at least some of the work will ultimately fall to a panel of state judges, just as it has following the past four census counts that mandated the maps be redrawn. 

The two apportionment commissions represented evenly by Republicans and Democrats got to work last week to redraw boundaries for the state's 163 House and 34 Senate districts. They have until Aug. 18 to have a tentative plan filed with the secretary of state's office and Sept. 18 for a final plan. 

If not, the matter will be settled by the courts. But here's why Crowell's less than confident -- 70 percent of the membership from each bipartisanship commission must agree on the map, meaning seven members of the 10-person Senate panel and 12 from the House group must reach consensus. 

"You need a supermajority on a bipartisan commission," said Crowell, R-Cape Girardeau. "Sometimes that gets a little difficult." 

Since at least the 1970 census, the courts have been brought in every time to finalize redistricting maps. In 1971, the Senate commission found common ground, but Missouri appellate court judges had to redraw the House map after its commission failed to reach a consensus. In 1981 and 1991, judges redrew the legislative map for new Senate districts. In 2001, appeals judges redrew the boundaries for both chambers when the commissions were unsuccessful. 

Kathy Swan is on the Senate apportionment commission, appointed by Gov. Jay Nixon last month after being nominated by state Republicans. The Missouri Constitution requires the governor to appoint the commissions to reapportion the districts following the national census that occurs every 10 years. 

Swan met in Jefferson City with her fellow commissioners Tuesday, and she's hopeful that the courts won't have to be called in. 

"We got off to a good, congenial start. I think we're all committed to coming up with a map that does not need to go to the courts," said Swan, who owns JCS Wireless and has worked on Republican campaigns for President George W. Bush, U.S. Sen. Kit Bond, U.S. Rep. Jo Ann Emerson and Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder, among others. 

Swan learned Tuesday that the Senate Commission must draft a plan consisting of 34 districts with populations as close to 176,145 in each district as possible. The House Commission has to draw a map of 163 districts with populations as close to 36,742 as possible. Missouri's total population, according to the 2010 census, stands at 5,988,927. 

Swan will be attending public hearings in Jefferson City later this month as well as hearings next month in St. Louis, Kansas City and Springfield. Swan said she understands that the work of the commissions is important and that she thought well before accepting the job. 

"Everyone says it's on the list of thankless jobs, but it's crucial," Swan said. "Once the lines are drawn, we have to live with them for 10 years until the next census. So it's very important." 

Swan will be involved with another redistricting of sorts, when Cape Girardeau's wards are redrawn this summer. Swan represents Ward 6 on the council. 

The census places Cape Girardeau's population at 37,941 and needs to have six wards with about 6,324 people per ward, said assistant city manager Ken Eftink. Those wards need to be redrawn and submitted to the Cape Girardeau County clerk by the end of August, Eftink said. They hope to get those wards to within 1 to 2 percent of the goal, Eftink said. 

April 7, 2011 

Congressional Redistricting Proposals Pitch Big Changes for Scotland County 

MEMPHIS DEMOCRAT

In today's economy, most investors would be tickled with 7% interest, but for Missourians that measure of growth was not quite good enough to maintain its piece of the pie in the United States House of Representatives.

The 2010 Census numbers revealed a 7% percent population increase in the state over the past decade. However that figure did not keep pace with the rest of the nation, meaning Missouri will lose one seat in the U.S. House of Representatives, dropping from nine to eight districts.

If current proposals from the Missouri state legislators charged with redistricting the state in preparation for the change hold true, Missouri's political picture is poised to change dramatically.

Currently Scotland County is part of Missouri District 9, served by Blaine Luetkemeyer of St. Elizabeth.

Memphis is near the northwest corner of the district, which includes parts of 25 counties. stretching south to include Kirksville and Columbia, with a western border just west of Highway 63. The district goes far enough south to include part of the Lake of the Ozarks region and goes east to the state line, excluding the three districts in the St. Louis region.

That will change dramatically in 2012 if the proposed redistricting maps released this week come to fruition.

The chairman of the House committee responsible for drawing the boundaries for Missouri's congressional districts is continuing his commitment to ensure an open and transparent process as the legislature begins considering map proposals.

On April 1, Rep. John J. Diehl, Jr., R-Town and Country, released a map proposed by fellow Democrat committee member, Rep. Ron Casey, D-Crystal City, whose house district is in the existing 3rd Congressional District. Previously, Diehl had released a map he had proposed for the redistricting.

"This has been a fair and open process from the start and we will maintain that approach as the process moves forward," said Diehl. "Our goal is to ensure a transparent process as we work to create a map that ensures adequate and fair representation for each and every Missourian. It is my intention to give Representative Casey the opportunity to make the case to the committee that his map is a better alternative to the one presented to the committee earlier in the week"

The House Special Standing Committee on Redistricting met twice last week to discuss Diehl's proposed map that will divide Missouri into eight congressional districts. Before the map was proposed, the committee held a series of hearings around the state during the month of March to take input from the public. Public testimony was then used in combination with 2010 Census data to generate the initial map.

"We have worked hard to ensure that the public can be heard throughout the important process and I am pleased with the work that the committee has done thus far," said Diehl.

Under both proposals, Scotland County would become part of District 6 which would stretch across all of north Missouri. It would basically combine the former 6th District of northwest Missouri, with the north half of District 9. The new district 6 would include all or part of 35 counties.

It would mean new representation for Scotland County, as Congressman Luetkemeyer's hometown of St. Elizabeth, which is southeast of Jefferson City, would now be in District 3.

Missouri received initial 2010 census data in December that showed the state would be reduced from nine to eight congressional districts. The Missouri General Assembly must draw and approve new congressional districts during the 2011 regular session to ensure proper filing in February 2012 for congressional district candidates.

HB 193 is the congressional redistricting bill. Interactive versions of the maps proposed by both the Republicans and Democrats on the committee are available online on the House of Representatives website at http://www.house.mo.gov/news.aspx?id=420.
Shutdown deal displeases Long

11:00 PM, Apr. 9, 2011  |  

Written by Malia Rulon SPRINGFIELD NEWS LEADER

WASHINGTON -- Springfield Rep. Billy Long was the only local lawmaker to oppose a last-minute budget deal averting a federal government shutdown.

After a week of tense negotiations and a long night of waiting, the House voted at 12:40 a.m. eastern time Saturday to approve a short-term budget that would give lawmakers time to vote later this week on a budget to fund the government until Sept. 30.

The deal includes budget cuts of roughly $39 billion for the remaining six months of the federal fiscal year, a higher number than Democrats had originally agreed to.

In exchange, Republicans dropped demands to cut federal funding to Planned Parenthood of America and National Public Radio. Cuts in funding for the new health care law and other Democratic priorities also were dropped.

However, the deal includes a promise by Senate Democrats to allow votes at a later time on both repealing the health care law and defunding Planned Parenthood, according to House Speaker John Boehner, R-Ohio.

The vote was 348-70. Long, a freshman Republican, joined tea party-backed Rep. Michele Bachmann, R-Minn., and conservative Republican Study Committee chairman Jim Jordan, R-Ohio, in voting against the measure.

"They rattled off more different numbers than an auctioneer Friday night in explaining what had been agreed to," Long wrote in an e-mail to the News-Leader.

"I voted against the one-week stop gap continuing resolution Friday night because it didn't fund the troops for the rest of the year and didn't cut enough spending. We need to quit using our fighting men and women as political pawns."

Bret Funk, spokesperson for Long, said the proposed resolution that will be voted on before Thursday is supposed to fund troops for the full year; Long favored a bill the House voted on earlier in the week that guaranteed funding for troops so they wouldn't be left as pawns in the budget negotiations.

A few minutes before Congress began voting, freshman Rep. Vicky Hartzler, a Harrisonville Republican who voted for the deal, tweeted this to her followers: "We've got a deal! No government shutdown! Troops will be funded. Historic cuts to federal spending -- we are reversing course on spending."

Sen. Roy Blunt, a Springfield Republican, said in a statement it was time to move on and deal with other budget issues.

"Now that we've reached a plan to fund 2011, we must move forward to the serious long-term discussion of reining in spending in order to get America's economy back on track. We cannot keep spending money we don't have," he said.

Sen. Claire McCaskill, a St. Louis Democrat, told her Twitter followers Saturday morning she was OK with the deal. Her office confirmed she voted for it.

On Twitter, McCaskill said: "Compromise. That wasn't so bad."

Rep. Jo Ann Emerson, a Cape Girardeau Republican, voted for the deal. Her office did not release a statement explaining her vote.

Cory de Vera contributed to this story.
Democrats prepare for better days

Officials plan rebound from last year's losses.

11:00 PM, Apr. 9, 2011

Written by Roseann Moring News-Leader 

The tone was hopeful as Democrats gathered at the Clarion in Springfield on Saturday night to discuss 2012 prospects and enjoy each other's company.

All of the statewide elected Democrats spoke at a banquet, which attracted about 650 people, organizers said. After steep Republican gains in the last election, party officials said they're hoping for a better year in 2012, when all of the statewide elected Democrats will be defending their seats.

"It's nice to see 2010 -- from an electoral perspective -- done," said Gov. Jay Nixon.

U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill flew in from Washington to address the crowd. She said the priorities of federal Republicans are skewed, and their actions come at the expense of those in the lower class.

"I am tired of their taking care of the top one percent of this country and their kicking in the gut of the people who are working hard," she said.

She said she hopes to see more compromises such as the Friday night agreement that prevented a government shutdown in the final hour.

McCaskill and the other officials also heavily criticized some of the actions of the state General Assembly, which has steep Republican majorities in both chambers.

"It's kind of like the 'Twilight Zone' right now," said Secretary of State Robin Carnahan about the past few months.

She called Nixon "our last line of defense on issues that matter," referring to his power to veto legislation.

And though redistricting will change state House and Senate districts, two Democrats will revisit a 2010 House seat race.

Former Rep. Charlie Norr, a Democrat, said he plans to go up against Republican Melissa Leach, who beat him to hold his seat.

And Bob Rubino of Nixa plans to again run against Rep. Kevin Elmer, a freshman who holds the 141st House seat.

Though they were hopeful, Democrats said they're frustrated with the vast Republican majorities and what Democrats see as an anti-worker push.

"It's not so welcoming in Jefferson City," said Rep. Sara Lampe, D-Springfield. "It's pretty ugly up there."

Missouri State Senator's Controversial 'House Slaves' Comment

Many Are Calling For Sen. Nadal To Leave After Comparing Police Pensions To Slave Politics

By George Sells

FOX2now.com

6:28 PM CDT, April 8, 2011

ST. LOUIS, MO (KTVI-FOX2now.com)

A firestorm of controversy is swirling around comments made by a Missouri state senator on a radio station this week.  She referred to African-American politicians who favor local control of the St. Louis Police Department as “house slaves.” 

The comments, made on the Bernie Hayes Show on WGNU, came during the local control discussion.  Senator Maria Chappelle-Nadal, also an African-American, accused lawmakers in the city of bowing to the wishes of billionaire Rex Sinquefield, who also want control of the St. Louis police wrested away from Jefferson City.  She referred to Sinquefield as a “plantation owner.”

“I’m off the plantation,” she said in the interview.  “I’m a Missouri State Senator.  I am no longer on a plantation.  And what these plantation owners like Rex Sinquefield are doing is using some of their house slaves that are elected in St. Louis city.”

FOX 2 asked Board of Aldermen President Lewis Reed what that meant she was calling him.

“A house slave,” he responded.   “A house slave.  That statement is so, not just inflammatory, it is insulting, obscene, gross and disgusting, everything."

 Reed says Chappelle-Nadal should get no more of a break for the comments than disgraced radio show hot Don Imus got for racially insensitive remarks.  He says she should be out of job.

“It is inexcusable and that is why I have taken the stance, I really think she needs to step down to restore some dignity to the seat.”

Chappelle-Nadal never responded to phone calls or e-mails.  We caught up with her at her University City home

She said off camera that she wanted no part of an interview that discussed anything other than the local control legislation.  She says her concern is for misuse of the police pension and wants to keep the department, and that pension, in state hands.  She made no effort to back off the comments she made about “house slaves.”

The sponsor of the local control bill in the house of representatives, Rep. Jamilah Nasheed, says she was appalled by the comments, but doesn’t think they should cost the senator her job. 

“However I truly believe she needs to seek some psychological treatment,” she says.  Asked why she responded, “Because the things that she has said time and time again show that she’s chemically imbalanced.”

She went on to call Chappelle-Nadal a friend.  “Maria’s a very intelligent young lady and she has a lot to give to Missouri and politics

But, she says, “race baiting,” as she called it, should not be tolerated. 

Posted on Sat, Apr. 09, 2011 

Missouri Senate ponders a tax credit conundrum

By JASON NOBLE
The Star’s Jefferson City correspondent 

JEFFERSON CITY | If the definition of insanity is doing the same thing repeatedly and expecting different results, what do you call doing two completely contradictory things at once and expecting a harmonious result?

The Missouri Senate is hoping the answer is “compromise.”

The General Assembly’s upper chamber is seeking to reform old tax-credit programs that cost the state more than $500 million a year in lost revenue, while simultaneously considering new credits that could divert hundreds of millions of dollars more in future revenues.

What’s more, many expect some variation of both to pass before the legislature adjourns next month.

“Whatever passes, you won’t have just tax-credit reform and you won’t have just new tax credits,” said Sen. Brad Lager, a Savannah Republican. “Whatever proposal makes it out of the Senate will be a mixed bag.”

The apparently contradictory priorities arise from differing perspectives on what ails the state, and the necessary cures.

On one side, fiscal conservatives such as Lager and Sens. Chuck Purgason and Jason Crowell see existing tax credits as an unaccountable drag on state finances. 

Incentives for historic preservation projects and low-income housing snatch away tax revenues before they even reach the state treasury, leaving lawmakers with less money and more agonizing decisions to make on core functions such as school funding and social services.

“I don’t think we should have an entitlement for renovating old buildings when my school districts can’t pay for Parents as Teachers,” Lager said during floor debate recently.

To that end, the fiscal hawks are pushing a massive tax-credit reform bill: the latest version to hit the Senate floor last week totaled 251 pages and required a 10-page cheat sheet to describe its many features.

The package puts new limits on dozens of existing credits, including caps on the amount of money recipients can claim, expiration dates and outright program eliminations.

It lowers the caps on the oft-maligned historic preservation and low-income housing credits to $75 million and $80 million a year, respectively. Historic credits now are capped at $140 million, while the housing incentives have no cap. The measure also prohibits developers from using both credits on the same project. 

Within the fiscal conservative camp, however, there is some dissension on whether these proposals go far enough. Purgason, the Caulfield Republican who’s sponsoring the bill, last week called it a reasonable compromise that would help ensure the state’s viability.

But Crowell, a Cape Girardeau Republican and perhaps the Senate’s loudest critic of tax incentives, argued that the bill falls short. He has floated amendments to ban new historic and housing credits, and is well known for grinding the Senate to a halt until his demands are met. 

Even as that debate is playing out, business-minded Republicans and urban Democrats are moving on new tax incentives they contend are necessary to resurrect and reshape Missouri’s economy.

“We’re not going to cut our way to prosperity,” said Sen. Eric Schmitt, a St. Louis County Republican. “We have to be looking for legislation that helps create a climate to create jobs and bring new industry to our state.”

Schmitt is sponsoring a massive new package of incentives for Lambert-St. Louis International Airport. His “Aerotropolis” bill would offer as much as $480 million in tax credits over the next 15 years to make the airport an international trade hub. 

The measure is expected to receive further consideration in the weeks ahead. 

Other new incentive programs abound. 

Contained within Purgason’s reform package is a program known as “Compete Missouri,” which rearranges several incentives to make them more flexible, but also more accountable.

Several lawmakers have hopes for the so-called MoSIRA package, which would capture taxes paid by high-tech companies to spur further growth in that industry.

A group of Kansas City legislators, meanwhile, has a bill offering tax breaks to companies that keep jobs in Missouri rather than move to Kansas. 

Supporters of these measures, however, have mostly resigned themselves to the idea that reform must come first. 

“We’re not going to be able to get to any of these new ideas until we get past the biggest issue, which is how much reform we can get,” said Sen. Jolie Justus, a Kansas City Democrat. 

That’s the view of legislative leaders as well. 

Senate Leader Rob Mayer called himself an enthusiastic supporter of Aerotropolis, and Majority Floor Leader Tom Dempsey, a Republican from St. Charles, has long supported MoSIRA. But both see the reform writing on the wall.

“As I get enthused about these projects, I quickly temper my enthusiasm because I know we’ve got to have some tax credit reform in the existing programs that we have before any of these other proposals move forward,” Mayer, a Republican from Dexter, said. 

Given Crowell’s misgivings about the extent of the current reform proposal — and the possibility that supporters of existing development tax credits will make a stand if those programs are indeed threatened — advancing reform alone, never mind new programs, may be tricky.

In any case, Justus said, “It’s going to be a battle for the ages.”

Dividing Missouri's education funding pie results in lawmakers threatening filibuster
WARRENSBURG DAILY STAR-JOURNAL  Jack Miles Editor

Warrensburg - Senate Education Committee Chairman David Pearce seeks to redo how funds are split among the state's 525 public school districts, including those serving Johnson County children.
Sen. John Lamping favors dumping Pearce's plan and taking at least a year to rewrite the state's school funding formula. Lamping's filibuster threat looms as the session approaches an end Friday, May 13.
"I'm not willing to sign into law David's bill, but I am willing to work side by side with David as soon as we, as a group, can get started," Lamping said. "I really think we should redo the formula."
DISTRICTS WAIT
District leaders statewide will base multi-million budgets on best guesses until lawmakers rewrite the $3.004 billion school funding formula. Pearce said he is pushing to adjust the formula this year to provide certainty in the budget process.
Due to state funding shortfalls and the present formula, state funding stagnation plagues schools, Pearce said.
"The alternative if we don't do something is we won't have predictability. We will have huge fluctuations in where the money goes," he said.
At the Department of Elementary and Secondary Education, Deputy Commissioner of Education Ronald Lankford said waiting for state budget numbers leaves superintendents guessing and budgeting for a worst-case scenario.
Districts must offer contracts by April 15 or rehire teachers automatically. Districts would then have to fire teachers if funding falls short of expectations.
"Nobody really likes to do that," Lankford said. 
At Warrensburg School District, the assistant superintendent for finance, Andy Kohl, said uncertainty leaves him working in a range rather than with exact budget numbers. 
"We're trying to figure out how much money we're going to have," he said Thursday. 
State funding could drop from about $70,000 to as much as $156,000. The difference matters to teachers and programs, Kohl said.
"What that means is compensation for teachers: Can you put $100 on the base or not?" Kohl asked.
Without raises, teachers will pay more for insurance and retirement while living on less.
"The paycheck at the end of the month is the same as what it was the year before," Kohl said.
Uncertain funding also means the district must review programs and building budgets with no certainty about how much to cut, he said.
FUNDING HOLES
Lawmakers rewrote Missouri's Foundation Formula six years ago. They hoped to create a lasting and fair method for dividing funds among schools, Pearce said Thursday. 
Lawmakers focused on giving every district an average of $6,116 per pupil, Pearce said. They based actual funds on each area's cost of living. 
The formula anticipated full funding in 2013 based on rising state revenue. But a recession-driven revenue free fall erased expected funding increases.
"It's very clear the state is unable to meet that (funding) commitment," Lamping said.
Pearce offered Senate Bill 247 to make the Foundation Formula reflect present budget realities. At this point, 160 school districts do not get state funding increases. The number will jump to around 250 in 2012 unless the formula is revised, he said. 
"Waiting will only exacerbate the situation," Pearce said.
SB-247 drew firm opposition in a hearing.
"Primarily, we have two senators that have some concerns with it, that are from the more wealthy, affluent, school districts," Pearce said.
Sens. Eric Schmitt and Lamping, both representing St. Louis County suburbs, reject the Pearce plan. Lamping's area includes seven of the 10 richest cities in Missouri - Huntleigh, Country Life Acres, Ladue, Westwood, Town and Country, Frontenac and Crystal Lake Park, with Huntleigh's per capita income topping $100,000. Schmitt's district includes Grantwood, the state's 10th wealthiest city.
"The question of my districts being wealthy districts or top-rated school districts. ... All of those schools receive less than 5 percent of their total funding from the state," Lamping said.
Wealthy suburban districts face the same local funding pressure districts everywhere face, and Pearce's plan does not go far enough to resolve funding problems, he said.
"What Senator Pearce is trying to do is fix the formula as it exists today and I think we should take it upon ourselves to really redo the whole formula," he said.
ROOM FOR COMPROMISE?
SB-247 is not chiseled in granite, Pearce said.
"We're going to work with them. We're going to try to come up with some compromises," he said.
Lamping said if Pearce's measure advances, then a filibuster could follow. He said that could be avoided through a hoped-for agreement to rewrite the Foundation Formula over the next year.
"I don't think we're going to have to filibuster in this session," Lamping said.
A special session devoted to the formula would not be enough, and a rewrite could extend beyond the 2012 session, he said. The process took former Senate President Pro Tem Charlie Shields about 30 months, he said.
"It does take the will of the body," Lamping said.
Pearce said he is willing to compromise, but not to delay fixing the formula beyond this session.
"If it would help them that we would have an interim committee to look at a long-term solution, I would certainly be agreeable to that," he said, "but to dramatically overhaul the Foundation Formula ... that can't be done in five weeks."
Pearce said he hopes to avoid a filibuster.
"We're going to keep working on it. I have a feeling this will go down to the last week or so of the session," he said.
The Missouri Association of School Administrators, the Missouri School Boards Association and the Missouri Department of Elementary and Secondary Education find Pearce's plan workable.
"His formula is certainly not averse to the situation that's impending," Lankford said.
Many lawmakers also back the measure, Pearce said.
"A lot of my colleagues are saying they haven't heard anything from their superintendents, so they assume no news is good news, which it really is," he said.
Among reasons for support, he said, is he met with various people to develop a plan to allocate funds fairly.
"We have been working on this all session and we've had some fairly protracted and contentious discussions with superintendents and school boards, so I think we've come up with some really good compromises, and that's not easy to do when you talk about the very small districts and the very large, and what's fair to everybody," he said.
Lamping said there is no reason to hurry. If the formula does not change this year, then Gov. Jay Nixon can address school funds, he said.
"I fully expect the governor to do what he did last year, which is ... to essentially trigger the mechanism that would allow for all the school districts to receive equal cuts to their budgets," Lamping said.
Waiting another year is not a good option for schools that want to know how much state money to expect, Pearce said.
"It's very important that we pass something this year. I think it would insure predictability to our school districts," he said. "The changes that we recommend are good and show some direction ... and I think that's what our school districts are looking for."
Sen. Lembke Under Fire For Comments About The Unemployed
By Charles Jaco KPLR11.com 
9:16 p.m. CDT, April 8, 2011

ST. LOUIS, MO (KTVI-FOX2now.com)— A St. Louis County state senator who criticized Missouri's long-term unemployed for "...stealing from their neighbors" stood by those remarks in an interview with Fox 2. State Senator Jim Lembke, a Republican from the Lemay area of South County, said "Seventy-nine weeks (of jobless benefits) is a long time. Ninety nine weeks is close to two years."

Lembke has been leading a filibuster in Jefferson City, blocking Missouri from accepting federal money to extend unemployment benefits for 10,000 long-term jobless Missourians to 99 weeks from 79 weeks. During the filibuster, Lembke said on the Senate floor, "People need to get off their backside and get a job. Maybe they'll have to take two jobs or three jobs to make ends meet. But they need to quit stealing from their neighbors."

When asked if he still stood by the comments, Lembke said "You need to find out who's payinhjg for those benefits. I've always supported the 26-week limit we have on unemployment benefits here as a safety net for Missourians." 

New Anti-Abortion Measure Moves to Senate

Emily Kissee
April 8, 2011 6:22 AM 

JEFFERSON CITY CAPITOL BUREAU (KMOX ) -  Missouri’s House gave final approval Thursday to the bill that would permit pharmacies to deny the sale of abortion inducing drugs like Plan B. Supporters say the bill would allow business owners to operate according to their moral and religious code and can refuse selling those types of drugs. 

This bill also requires doctors to give women more information about abortion-inducing drugs before distributing them. 

St. Louis Democratic Representative Rory Ellinger opposes the bill.  He says the measure is a violation of a women’s privacy.

 ”I speak as a father and a husband. I would certainly hope that my wife and daughter would have this choice, particularly in the case with rape or some horrible example like that.”

St. Louis Democratic Representative Stacey Newman also opposed the bill and challenged Republicans to do the same.

“If your belief is that women on their own cannot make intelligent family planning decisions, then you vote yes on this bill.” 

Not a single Republican voted against the bill.  Republican Representative Paul Curtman  said this bill allows business owners to operate according to their moral code.

“If there is a guy who is a pharmacist, and he owns a pharmacy, he should have the freedom to operate the pharmacy according to his own moral conscience and if he thinks that providing these drugs is a violation of his own set of moral codes he ought to have the freedom to not be forced to go against his own moral codes.”

Opponents to the bill, most of them Democrats, say women have the right to these drugs, especially when it comes to sexual assault scenarios. 

The bill goes to the Senate next.

Day cares, children get caught up in drug raids

BY NANCY CAMBRIA STLtoday.com | Posted: Sunday, April 10, 2011 12:20 am

ROLLA, Mo. • A drug task force took three years to move in on Steven Light, who they suspected was selling large amounts of marijuana out of his ranch home in a tiny subdivision near Rolla.

Informers estimated he sold up to 60 pounds of pot a week between 2008 and 2011, according to search warrant documents in Phelps County.

All the while, police overlooked something that became instantly obvious when they arrested Light in February at his house, said an official close to the investigation.

Light's home was also Aunt Jane's Day Care, a state-licensed in-home child-care facility, complete with playground equipment and toys strewn in the yard. Light was a state-approved child-care assistant.

On the night police made the bust, they found about four pounds of pot and an unloaded gun. That, and a 3-year-old day-care client sleeping in a bedroom where most of the pot was found.

For years, unwitting parents left their children with Light's wife, Jane, unaware that police suspected criminal activity at the home. Although no children were hurt, it could have ended differently.

Even after the arrest, it took well over a week for state regulators to collect enough evidence to prove imminent danger to children and shutter the day care. In that time, children continued to go to the home even though Light's wife, Jane, was still considered a suspect.

The situation illustrates a disconnect among law enforcement, regulatory officials and day-care clients. Missouri's licensing system has no direct alert system to notify police that a day care could be in a home they are investigating. And although the truth finally came out in Rolla, parents got no formal notice of the potential danger to their children.

No licensing system can prevent all danger, yet other states have toughened their laws and standards in ways that child-care advocates say could have raised red flags for police earlier, authorized inspectors to close the day care immediately and provided parents with better information.

The National Association of Child Care Resource and Referral Agencies, a child-care advocacy group, ranks Missouri in the bottom fifth of states for regulatory laws and standards regarding licensing and program quality of child-care centers.

MISSED CLUES
Jane Light says it should have been obvious to police that the house they were investigating was a day care.

Google the Lights' address, and the child care's name pops up.

"You can drive by my house and see that's it's a day care," Jane Light said. "My playground is in my front yard."

Jane Light denied any knowledge of the alleged drug activities at her house and has not been charged. Her husband is scheduled to be arraigned Tuesday on felony charges of drug possession with intent to distribute.

Publicly accessible files with the Section for Child Care Regulation, a division of the Department of Health and Senior Services, confirm that Jane Light was licensed to care for up to 10 children, with Steven as an approved assistant.

But police would have had to make an extra effort to find the records. Missouri's public information about licensed child-care providers remains mostly in filing cabinets, not on databases. Nor does the state coordinate its child-care licensing data with police computer background checks or property data.

During its investigation, the drug task force had the option of going to the state Department of Health and Senior Services website to search a listing of licensed day cares in Missouri. But Phelps County Sheriff Department Detective Sgt. Andy Davis, a regional spokesman for the South Central Drug Task Force, said police had no reason to suspect the home was one. But that database is not linked with police databases, and police must have the suspicion and the inclination to check.

This isn't the first time police have overlooked a criminal suspect living in a licensed child-care center. Three years ago, police in Bellefontaine Neighbors repeatedly responded to domestic violence and assault calls at a home, never acknowledging it was a child care called Neecy's Nest. Neither the state Children's Division nor regulators received a complaint from police from those visits.

That led to dangerous consequences. In February 2008, a 4-year-old was taken from the child-care facility by the owner's estranged husband and was missing for several hours. The child had been taken to a crack house.

"This is why it's really important for us to receive complaint reports," said Teresa Generous, director of the Division of Regulation and Licensure with the Missouri Department of Health and Senior Services. "Even if the information is online, the police will have to choose to use it. We need everyone to keep their eyes and ears open."

But Linda Smith, executive director of the National Association of Child Care Resource and Referral Agencies, said that depending on random eyes and ears wasn't a strong enough safety net. What's really needed are better quality resources online and a universal system of owner background files to promote transparency about the compliance of the child-care provider and the licensed employees. Missouri has been working on such a system for nearly five years.

Margaret Donnelly, director of the Department of Health and Senior Services, said the state had set a June target date to post a more complete database online so the public can check future inspection reports and substantiated complaints at child-care facilities.

Donnelly said the system was designed primarily for parents to make informed choices, not necessarily as a tool for law enforcement. It will be up to police to check the database to ensure a suspect is not living in an in-home day care.

"As in all relationships, they would need to call us," said Donnelly of police, noting that in the Rolla situation, investigators "had some information, and they didn't call us."

What would be even better, said Smith, would be a system of universal background checks that includes fingerprinting that could be used to screen all providers and potentially be put into a national database of approved, licensed providers. Again, police would have to make the extra effort to check it.

Carol Scott, executive director of Child Care Aware of Missouri, said there was no reason why police couldn't work with child-care referral agencies during investigations. "It's a matter of educating them to look," she said.

LEGAL DELAYS
Davis, spokesman for the drug task force, said investigators learned on Feb. 12 that the Light residence was a child-care center, the same day they served the search warrant and arrested Light at home. That's also when a member of the task force made a call to the state's child abuse and neglect hotline.

But the state's Children's Division did not notify the Section for Child Care Regulation until the close of business two days later, said Generous of the state licensing division.

That was a Monday, and Jane Light was already back at work caring for children in her home, though emails exchanged in the section for child-care enforcement indicate that later in the week she was considered a suspect. Steven Light had also been released from jail pending charges, though his wife and Generous said he did not return to the home.

Even then, state licensing officials had no legal way to immediately close the child care. By statute, the state cannot deliver an immediate suspension letter until it has evidence that children at a facility are at immediate risk of harm, Generous said.

An inspector and a Children's Division worker visited the home twice. It took eight days for regulators to prove to state lawyers that there was such a danger. During that time, Generous said, regulators could not alert parents of the arrest. "The office had to respect Jane Light's due process rights," she said. "We weren't taking any licensure action. ... There was really nothing we could notify the parents about."

Donnelly said the state acted appropriately within the laws and rules it had been given.

But child safety advocates such as Linda Smith said this should not be acceptable practice. Parents should always be notified about serious safety inquiries, and have a right to make a choice. In many states, including Missouri, the concept of imminent harm - an immediate threat to a child's safety - is so vague that regulators vacillate or rely on lawyers to make the call, Smith said, causing delays that put children in jeopardy.

"States seem to think that they cannot close these places down - that there's due process where the adult's right to earn a living takes priority over the potential safety hazard to a child, and that should never be the case, in our opinion," she said.

Not everyone holds that opinion. In Missouri, conservative lobbies such as Missouri Family Network argue that regulation can reach too far into home life, deeply affecting home businesses, which have plenty to lose if falsely accused of a crime.

Smith, however, points to Oklahoma, which her Referral Agency ranks first in the country for state oversight. In Oklahoma, inspectors now have the ability to shutter a day care instantly if they find any of 11 danger factors. The state gave them these powers after a child suffocated when a provider used duct tape to quiet him during nap time.

The death occurred while the provider was under investigation by Oklahoma regulators.

On Feb. 21, 10 days after Light's arrest, Generous said the Phelps County Sheriff's Department finally told her office that Jane Light's name had been forwarded to the county prosecutor with recommended charges. That, said Generous, gave the state enough teeth to issue the immediate suspension and inform parents, which happened the next day.

Pam Mitchell, of the St. Louis-based Child Day Care Association, said such gaps between reporting and closure of day cares eroded trust in licensing. Regulators need more resources and tougher laws, she said.

Jane Light, who has not been charged, said she understood why the state had shut her down. Yet she stands by her safety and quality standards. She said her husband had not returned home, and she informed parents of the arrest the day after it happened.

Three days after she closed, a spot inspection found her caring for a handful of her former clients. It was perfectly legal. That's because state regulators have no power over home day cares with four or fewer unrelated children.

A one-man war on meth

BY STEPHEN DEERE | STLtoday.com | Posted: Sunday, April 10, 2011 12:10 am

WILDWOOD • The highway rose and fell, twisting through barren woods at dusk, as Sgt. Jason Grellner drove to the latest front in his war on meth - a city council meeting.

His bifocals and tan plaid suit made him look more like a lawyer than a cop.

He had spent a decade polishing his closing argument, amassing statistics and learning how to rebut objections before they were raised. People were finally listening.

So far, Grellner had helped persuade 30 local governments to do what the Missouri Legislature has not: require prescriptions to buy products containing pseudoephedrine, the main ingredient in methamphetamine.

On this night, Grellner, 42, one of Missouri's best-known anti-meth crusaders, wanted the city of Wildwood to become the 31st.

Grellner's experience had taught him two

conflicting truths:

• Homegrown meth labs would virtually disappear without pseudoephedrine.

• Pseudoephedrine is a profitable drug.

"It's the Golden Rule," he said. "Whoever has the gold, makes the rules."

Grellner believes that drug companies have turned a blind eye to the meth scourge in favor of profits and that their lobbying efforts have prevented Missouri legislators from passing a statewide prescription bill.

So on his own time, Grellner travels from city to city, pleading his case, hoping to outmaneuver better-financed opponents with shoe leather and straight talk.

He made his first pitch for the local law to the city of Washington, then to Union. Before long, he was crisscrossing the state.

"Eighteen months ago, I had nothing," said Grellner, commander of the Franklin County Narcotics Enforcement Unit.

As he takes his message on the road, support for a statewide law has grown, too. This year's bill has 64 co-sponsors in the state House and the backing of Gov. Jay Nixon. But one senator has pledged to filibuster the bill if it comes up for a vote.

Grellner has "made a lot of noise with no money," Franklin County Sheriff Gary Toelke said.

Grellner's detractors - including doctors groups, advocates for asthma sufferers, pharmacists and lobbyists - also have noted his success.

They argue that requiring consumers to obtain prescriptions for products such as Sudafed and Claritin D will require more doctor visits, hitting the wallets of the working poor, many of whom lack health insurance.

Ron Fitzwater, CEO of the Missouri Pharmacy Association, acknowledges that some patients could get prescriptions with a phone call to their doctors.

"But there are many people in this state who don't have that relationship with their physician," he said.

The pharmacy association and other lobbying groups have largely ignored individual cities considering these measures.

That's part of the reason for Grellner's success.

NO. 1 IN THE NATION
As a boy, Grellner wanted to be a forest ranger, but he became fascinated with chemistry in high school.

When he was a sophomore studying chemical engineering at what is now Missouri University of Science and Technology, his fiancée died of a heart aneurysm. He took time off from school, realized he was bored with chemistry and pursued criminology instead.

He landed his first job at the Union Police Department, then took a detective post at the Franklin County Sheriff's Department.

In 1997, he ran across his first meth lab. The next year, Franklin County sheriff's detectives found 24 more labs. The year after that, 48. By 2001, the department was busting more than 100 labs a year. Soon Missouri was leading the nation in meth lab seizures and arrests with thousands each year.

Officers were overwhelmed.

"There wasn't a spare hour in the day," Grellner said. "You were either busting a lab, cleaning up a lab, writing about a lab, going to a prelim over a lab, going to a court over a lab, going to a sentencing over a lab, dealing with the hazardous waste."

In 2002, after working 26 hours straight, Grellner answered a call about a lab near Pacific. In the driveway of a trailer park, he spotted a tool box and smelled the familiar odor of sulfuric acid and lead, the chemicals meth cooks get from lithium batteries. Inside the tool box was a red Igloo cooler. He picked it up, unscrewed the lid and heard a rush of air.

Instead of the batteries, the cooler contained anhydrous ammonia.

His eyes burned. His nose started bleeding. He couldn't catch his breath.

"It is like drinking lye water," Grellner said.

The mishap cost him 27 percent of his lung function and gave him asthma. At least once a year, he winds up in an emergency room because he can't breathe.

ABUSE VS. PRODUCTION
The difference between pseudoephedrine and methamphetamine is one oxygen atom - a fact that Grellner, the chemistry buff, likes to point out.

He concedes that restricting access to cold medicines won't solve the problem of meth abuse. Addicts will find sources elsewhere.

But meth abuse and meth production are different issues, Grellner said. Labs cause houses to explode, endanger neighborhoods and children, and produce hundreds of tons of toxic waste.

"You have to draw a bright line in your mind," he said, between using and making meth.

He cites successes in Oregon and Mississippi. Both states have passed prescription laws. Both have seen incidents of crime associated with meth labs fall dramatically. In Oregon, the number of incidents dropped to 12 last year from a high of 584 in 2001. In Mississippi, where the law took effect in July, meth lab-related incidents fell to 24 in December from a high of 139 last March.

Grellner said the evidence was overwhelming that most of the pseudoephedrine sold in pharmacies was going to the manufacture of methamphetamine. From 2005 to 2010, the amount of the drug imported to the U.S. by drug companies doubled to more than 700 tons, according to some estimates.

With that kind of increase in sales, what industry "wouldn't question themselves?" Grellner said.

But not all objections to the prescription proposal are directly linked to corporate profits.

"The only stake we have in this is the people we serve," said Jordan Wildersmuth, program director for the St. Louis Chapter of the Asthma and Allergy Foundation of America, a group that opposes the prescription measure.

Fitzwater, of the pharmacy association, said state pharmacists were already doing much to help law enforcement. In 2008, they agreed to participate in a statewide computer system that tracks pseudoephedrine sales. The system is being put in place this year.

"It ought to be given a chance to prove itself," Fitzwater said.

Grellner says the system only helps officers find more meth labs, and that's not what he wants.

"We want to end meth labs," he said.

The arguments on both sides center on one question. How much should law-abiding citizens be inconvenienced because of criminals?

It's the delicate balance of liberty and security, and which way you lean often depends on the world in which you live.

Three weeks ago, Grellner removed 11 children from a day care that doubled as a meth lab. Kids rescued from labs sometimes have lung damage. Because of contamination, they must leave behind all their possessions - including the clothes on their backs.

Grellner's wife of 20 years, Beth, said she sometimes called her husband at work to find he was rocking a baby, waiting for a social worker. Or, "He'll call me and say, ‘Hey, can I go to Walmart and get these kids some clothes?'" she said. "Or, ‘Can I go to McDonald's to get them something to eat?'"

‘THE BEST DRUG'
As the Wildwood City Council weighed his request last month, Grellner fidgeted in the front row, constantly clicking his pen, jotting notes and tapping his foot. When someone said something he disagreed with, he uncrossed his legs and leaned forward.

His opponents included an area doctor worried that the legislation would increase physician liability. Joy Krieger, executive director of the St. Louis Chapter of the Asthma and Allergy Foundation of America, said, "I'm here to speak for all people with the common cold. Pseudoephedrine is the best drug. There is no other drug. ..."

The foundation is worried about Grellner's success with local city leaders. Only the St. Clair Board of Aldermen has turned him down.

Krieger said her organization planned to rally more people at future meetings and perhaps organize protests outside city halls. It's easy to see why she is concerned.

The Wildwood council approved the measure 14-1.

"If the state won't do this, it's going to be done for them," Grellner said.

He acknowledged he was pushing meth cooks from one community to another to shop for pills - from Wildwood to neighboring Ellisville, for example.

But he will follow them.

"Guess," he said, "where I'll be next?"

Number seeking treatment for meth addiction risen steadily since mid-1990s

Sunday, April 10, 2011
By Erin Hevern ~ Southeast Missourian

Without her mother, Stacy Sullivan-Jones wouldn't have ever overcome a 17-year addiction to methamphetamine. 

Without her mother, Sullivan-Jones wouldn't have ever gotten high. Her mother, Karen Daugherty, a drug user for as long as she'd known her, gave her a hit of meth when she was 16. 

Using meth was just for fun for Sullivan-Jones at first -- she could go days without sleep and finish numerous projects -- but after a while getting high became an obsession. 

"The addiction just takes you further and further. You're not happy with snorting it anymore, so you smoke it. You're not happy with smoking it anymore, so then you're shooting it," said Sullivan-Jones, a recovering addict since 2006. 

Together, Sullivan-Jones and Daugherty, who has been sober for eight years, operate Mending Hearts, a transitional housing facility in Cape Girardeau for women recovering from drug and alcohol abuse. 

Sullivan-Jones and Daugherty are two of the thousands who've dealt with drug addiction in Missouri. On average, 58,000 Missourians are struggling with an addictive disorder every year, according to the Missouri Department of Public Safety. A total of 7.5 percent of the 58,000 have identified methamphetamine as their drug of choice, said Mike O'Connell, public affairs officer with the department. 

As meth lab seizures in Missouri have continued to rise -- the state ranked No. 1 in the nation for nearly 10 years -- admissions to treatment centers across the state have steadily increased since the mid-1990s. 

According to Missouri Department of Mental Health's Division of Alcohol and Drug Abuse, which oversees the state's publicly funded substance abuse treatment centers, there were 4,375 admissions through November last year for people seeking treatment for methamphetamine addiction. In 1993, there were just 146 admissions related to meth use. The number skyrocketed to more than 6,000 in 2005, just before the federal government passed the Combat Meth Act, a law that regulated the sale of over-the-counter sales of pseudoephedrine. 

Access to recovery 

Addicts have access to a variety of centers statewide, said Bob Bax, director of public affairs for the Department of Mental Health, and there are 23 treatment programs within 50 miles of Cape Girardeau. Treatment for meth addicts accounts for about $8.3 million of the annual treatment budget for the department. 

"We know that methamphetamine use is a serious problem and all treatment programs must be prepared to help those with this addiction," Bax said. "Treatment success is more likely when services focus on the individual person's needs and recovery means a return to work, stable housing, better relationships and less criminal activity." 

While staff members at the Gibson Recovery Center in Cape Girardeau treat all addictions the same, executive director John Gary said recently they see recovery from meth use as more time-intensive. Treatment begins with a 21-day inpatient program, which is usually followed up with a structured outpatient program. 

Recovering addicts can spend up to 12 months or longer in the center's outpatient treatment program. For meth addicts, the focus is to make them feel welcome and to connect them with a long-term support system, Gary said. In outpatient treatment, addicts work with a relapse prevention therapist and often connect with faith-based partners who support the Gibson Recovery Center's mission. 

"We're working with them to reconnect with life skills," Gary said. "It can be extremely difficult. There's going to be irritability, some depression and often the 'poor me' syndrome." 

Teddi Griggs, also a recovering meth addict and staff at Mending Hearts, remembers going through intensive behavioral management at a treatment facility in northeast Missouri. 

Griggs said she didn't want to accept treatment for the first four months and focused only on her anger. 

"I fought it. I was mad and didn't want to be there," she said. "It was something that was said in group one time, though, and I said 'that's me.' I am addicted. I'm addicted to anything. I have an addictive personality." 

Now at Mending Hearts, she's focused on helping other addicts. She's learned to change her behaviors and has found a support system in Sullivan-Jones and Daugherty. 

"Treatment saved my life and turned my life around," Griggs said. "I'm glad to have a more settled life and not to be doing the run around thing with the drugs." 

Kicking addiction 

For years before Sullivan-Jones and Daugherty wanted to help other drug users, before they understood their own addiction, the two couldn't get out of bed without getting high first. They couldn't function without methamphetamine. 

"It's very addictive because it gives you this false sense of you can do anything. You can clean a house for days, you can work, you can run," Sullivan-Jones said. "You feel like Superwoman." 

Sullivan-Jones' addiction mirrored her mother's. Daugherty's drug addiction began after her daughter's birth when she began taking diet pills. It wasn't long before she replaced diet pills with meth, taking the drug before work and during work, causing her to stay up for days. When her children were home, it didn't seem wrong to let them use the drug as she was. Both women said while they were high, it felt like they were a perfect parent, employee and housewife. 

Kicking a meth addiction is infuriating, Sullivan-Jones said. The "crash" makes you angry, agitated, paranoid and ill. 

So, in a nontraditional form of treatment, she spent the first month of recovery asleep in the basement of her mother's sponsor. It was another six months before Sullivan-Jones could think clearly or make a decision on her course of treatment. She'd hit rock bottom, but she'd made a choice. It was time to get clean. 

"No matter what you do, how many treatment centers are available, it still comes down to a choice. Nothing is going to make that addict change except for that addict," Sullivan-Jones said. "I was just so sick. I couldn't get up, I couldn't go to work, I couldn't take care of my daughter, I couldn't do anything. I was wore out." 

After about 18 months of what she calls intense counseling sessions, where like Griggs she learned new behaviors and about her addiction in general, Sullivan-Jones began to see herself change. She began to understand the hold drugs had on her life. And for the first time, she saw how much her mother had changed. Still, Sullivan-Jones said if her mother hadn't stopped using meth, she wouldn't have either. 

"When you don't think there's anything wrong -- because it's a family thing -- you're not going to fix anything," she said. "Her probation officer saved our lives." 

Mending Hearts 

Daugherty and her daughter aren't fooling anybody. They're not doctors, they're not certified counselors, but they are educated. At their business Mending Hearts, open since 2008, they've taken the tools they've used to fight addiction and are using them to help other women in the beginning stages of recovery. 

But, for those staying at their facility, which houses 10 women, they can expect to not have an easy recovery. 

"I'm the cop here," Sullivan-Jones said. "I think using ... it's absolutely ridiculous. And I'm tough. These women can turn their lives around if they would just listen." 

The women know, however, that addiction is different for every person and that not each woman who applies to stay at Mending Hearts is ready. They're prepared to fill five of the beds in the next three weeks but don't expect all five women to show up. 

"Maybe out of the five, three will come. If you're not ready, you're not; I'm not mad at you," Sullivan-Jones said. "But don't come here and play the game. What's going to happen if you go back out there, you're either going to die or you're going to go to prison." 

Recently, Mending Hearts received a state grant to pay for the facility in full. They're not going to stop helping others, the mother-daughter duo said recently, and plan to apply for a new grant soon to install new windows. 

April 9, 2011 

Schools ramping up for annual MAP tests 

By Derek Spellman Globe Assistant Metro Editor The Joplin Globe Sat Apr 09, 2011, 10:41 PM CDT 

JOPLIN, Mo. — For Tracy Fisher, the test is part of the road ahead.
Missouri students such as Fisher begin last week taking the Missouri Assessment Program (MAP) test — the state’s annual high-stakes means of measuring student and school performance.
Fisher, an eighth-grader at Joplin’s North Middle School, said she makes sure to get to bed early and has her backpack ready the night before, so test mornings go smoothly.
The MAP results, she said, will help determine whether she lands in advanced courses in high school. It’s part of her larger plan to go to college.
“Other kids struggle on it,” she acknowledged.
At many local school districts, preparation for the MAP goes on all year. The test helps drive curriculum, and students have been taking practice tests throughout the year.
The MAP assesses students at various grade levels in communications arts and mathematics, and gives parents and educators a means to compare students across districts. State and federal agencies in turn use it to grade schools, with implications for accreditation at the state level and for compliance with the No Child Left Behind Act at the federal level.
“It’s a high-stakes test,” Joplin Superintendent C.J. Huff said.
While students focus on the area of triangles and the volume of prisms, debate goes on behind the scenes about the best way to measure performance.
Plenty of people have plenty of opinions about the test, said Blaine Henningsen, superintendent of the Carthage School District.
Officials such as Huff and North Middle School Principal Barbara Cox are mindful of the perception that schools nowadays just “teach the test.”
That is expected to change in the coming years. Missouri is part of a consortium of states developing a new student assessment system. Several superintendents also said they would welcome a method that tracks student performance throughout the school year, as opposed to judging a school largely — or solely under current federal standards -— on how students perform on one test during one time of year.
But for now, it’s the MAP.
And Henningsen said standardized testing is likely to remain.
“There will always be some kind of assessment for the state and the federal government,” he explained.
Preparation
Preparation for the MAP goes on all year in many area classrooms, and many districts ramp up in the weeks before the tests to make students and their parents aware of the test and its importance.
At Carl Junction, the district, like some others, sends letters to parents urging them to ensure their child attends school on test days and eats well, according to Kathy Tackett, assistant superintendent.
Stapleton Elementary School in Joplin hosted a “MAP Night” for parents to show them sample questions and a presentation about why the test is important.
West Central Elementary School offered a weekly “boot camp” for its students over several weeks, said Denise Legore, the school’s principal. The students, dubbed “privates,” are led by community members and mentors with either the rank of “sergeant” or “lieutenant.” The children sang in marching cadences and this year wore dog tags. They negotiated an obstacle course where they have to answer a question in order to move on.
Some districts offer incentives for success.
Tackett said one grade level at Carl Junction, for example, offers the chance for a daylong pass to Silver Dollar City.
Joplin has Academic All-Stars, a program that provides students who score at the Advanced or Proficient levels on the MAP with an awards certificate and gifts donated from local businesses. At North Middle School, students who attend school on test days are eligible for a raffle.
“They make a very big deal out of it,” said Emma Claybrook, another eighth-grader at North Middle School. “It is important for us to beat East (Middle School) and South (Middle School).”
Like her classmates, she has now taken the MAP multiple times in earlier grades. She also understands the test’s role in determining whether students make it into advanced courses in high school.
“All the schools are serious about it,” said sixth-grader Brooklyn Austin, who transferred to the Joplin School District this year from Seneca.
Austin admitted she is a little nervous.
“I don’t like taking tests,” she said.
Challenges
A banquet is offered for Webb City students who score at Proficient level or above, Superintendent Anthony Rossetti said.
Still, he acknowledged motivating students to perform well on a test that is not figured into their final grade — but which carries great importance for the schools — can be challenging.
“Motivation is a critical component to kids making their best effort,” he said.
Cox, the North Middle School principal, said her school tries to tell students that the test helps them assess where they are in math or reading. The questions measure students in areas such as critical thinking, and analytical and mathematics skills, she said.
Huff contended the state’s test was actually the outgrowth of the curriculum sought, as opposed to vice versa.
“That test was developed as part of the curriculum that was established,” he said.
And since students take tests resembling the MAP throughout the year, school officials will point out that the MAP is just another in a series of tests they have taken all year, Tackett said.
Changes
As students gear up for the tests, President Barack Obama and others have called for No Child Left Behind, the nation’s chief education law, to be rewritten and to move away from a “one-size-fits-all” model.
Missouri, as part of a consortium of states, last year adopted a set of Common Core Standards — academic standards in reading and math that can be used to compare public schools across state lines.
Henningsen, the Carthage superintendent, also noted other changes Missouri has made in the past.
High school students enrolled in certain courses, such as Algebra I and Communication Arts II, for example, also take a standardized “end-of-course” state exam, but unlike elementary and junior high, those test results figure into the student’s final grade.
While educators, legislators and parents wonder about the best tool for assessing student learning, Carl Junction Superintendent Phil Cook said it’s important to keep a big perspective.
The public should consider a range of issues when assessing a school district, including safety and security, the quality of the campus, and graduation rates.
“The schools are more than just taking the test,” he said.
Check the scores
Missouri’s Annual Performance Report and the federal Adequate Yearly Progress report for public school districts are available through the Missouri Department of Elementary and Secondary Education’s website, at dese.mo.gov.
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A fiber of hope: Missouri plant wants to make ethanol in a new way

By STEVE EVERLY and SCOTT CANON
The Kansas City Star 

ST. JOSEPH | This country’s battle to curb oil imports is being plotted in high-tech laboratories and elite universities hunting for breakthroughs in alternative fuels.

But the frontlines in the effort to bring such fuels to market can be found in places like a working-class neighborhood in this river town, not far from where Pony Express riders saddled up to journey west.

Here in a brick and cinder-block building sit two rows of giant stainless steel kettles and equipment that are part of a $31 million experiment. The goal: Instead of using corn to make ethanol, see if it’s feasible to use cellulosic fiber, particularly six-foot tall stalks of switchgrass.

The St. Joseph cellulosic pilot plant is nearing completion. After testing over the summer, it will eventually produce about 250,000 gallons of ethanol a year. That’s enough to uncover any problems before larger commercial operations attempt to make billions of gallons more.

The plant joins a handful of other projects around the country racing to find the best way to produce cellulosic ethanol by figuring out the right technology, chemistry and cellulose feedstock.

ICM Inc. of Colwich, Kan., which is behind the St. Joseph operation, plans to be one of the winners. The company has had a hand in the design of more than half the corn ethanol plants in the country and believes it has a technically and economically feasible design for cellulosic plants. 

“We don’t necessarily want to be the first,” said Jon Licklider, the pilot plant’s supervisor. “But we want to be the first to make it profitable.”

Biofuels, now mainly corn ethanol and biodiesel, are at a turning point. Cellulosic ethanol is a biofuel produced from wood, grasses, corn stalks and other non-edible parts of plants. The fiber would be a cheap and plentiful feedstock for ethanol.

“There’s plenty of this stuff around, and at a low price,” said Brooke Coleman of the Advanced Ethanol Council, an affiliate of the Renewable Fuels Association.

Corn ethanol this year will provide about 12 billion gallons of fuel, or enough to displace about 5 percent of gasoline demand. No other alternative fuel comes close.

But corn ethanol has been attacked for contributing to higher food prices. Its supporters say the charge is unfounded. 

Regardless, the biofuels industry has long supported next-generation ethanol plants that would use cellulose.

The idea is getting more notice now that gasoline prices are approaching the record levels of 2008, when they briefly passed $4 a gallon. The national average price for a gallon of regular fuel is now $3.73 a gallon, according to AAA, up nearly $1 from a year ago. 

President Barack Obama recently called for reducing crude oil imports by a third, in part by using more natural gas, producing more domestic oil and making more fuel-efficient vehicles. But he also supports using more biofuels and wants to build four advanced commercial-scale plants in the U.S.

“We have to discover and produce cleaner, renewable sources of energy,” the president said. “And we have to do it quickly.” 

The attraction of using ingredients such as wood chips or corncobs to make ethanol is that such ingredients are cheap and plentiful. The federal government has been counting on cellulosic ethanol, and has mandated 16 billion gallons of production a year by 2022.

But without a commercial-scale plant making the fuel in the U.S., the federal Energy Information Administration has said production of cellulosic ethanol will probably not meet the mandate. 

Now there’s a new urgency to find out if cellulosic ethanol can meet its potential. ICM’s St. Joseph plant, along with four other pilot projects also backed by the federal government, are aiming to find out. 

“It is important, absolutely,” said Peter Gross, an analyst for the Energy Information Administration.

The science has for years been pretty much settled on how to make cellulosic ethanol, but that hasn’t been enough to prevent missteps.

Range Fuels tried to build a commercial-scale plant using wood chips in Soperton, Ga. But instead of relying on a more conventional method, the company chose a new process using gasification and catalytic reactions. That ended up cranking out more methanol and less ethanol.

There were “just too many ‘news’ to what they were doing,” said Sam Shelton, director of research at the Georgia Institute of Technology’s Strategic Energy Institute.

The technology for making corn ethanol is basically the same as for ethyl alcohol, otherwise known as bootleg liquor. 

But using cellulose is far more complicated. Just getting access to the material’s cellulose requires special treatment. The methods to be used by ICM work well in the laboratory, and now the company will see how they work in a larger setting.

“We will have a good feel by the end of the year,” said Doug Rivers, director of research and development for ICM.

Here’s how switchgrass will be turned into fuel at the ICM plant:

It will be cut into toothpick-sized pieces and then transported through pneumatic tubes to a pressurized vessel that uses heat and diluted acid to make the material accessible to further treatment. The mixture is sent to large covered kettles where enzymes are added to turn cellulose into sugar. The next step is a proprietary yeast that helps turn the mixture into ethanol.

The most problematic step is the pretreatment, which has to be especially precise to work. 

Not surprisingly, the costs of commercial cellulosic ethanol plants are higher than for corn ethanol plants. That has already led to calls for more federal assistance. 

“Plants cost a couple hundred million dollars and it’s tough to get a car loan in this economy,” said Coleman of the Advanced Ethanol Council. “No energy source in this country has ever gotten started without some kind of government subsidy.”

But what could be the most vexing problem is how to procure all the cellulose needed for the plants. John Ashworth, who studies bioenergy at the National Renewable Energy Laboratory in Golden, Colo., concedes that long-term storage of the grasses and other cellulosic supplies could be troublesome, although it helps that they’re cheaper.

A corn ethanol plant might need to buy $75 worth of corn to produce $100 of ethanol. A cellulosic plant might only have to spend $15 to $30 on raw materials, although that advantage is partially offset by the other costs of turning cellulose into fuel. 

The amount of feedstock that will be needed is staggering. One estimate says that a 50-million-gallon-per-year plant would need a million bales of switchgrass, each weighing 1,000 pounds.

Just how tricky it can get is shown with corncobs and stalks, which at least one company plans to use as cellulose. Bob Kelly, an agriculture business specialist in Buchanan County for the University of Missouri Agricultural Extension Service, said there is farmland near St. Joseph that is highly erodable and if farmers are to remain eligible for federal aid they must have ground cover. 

Corn stover (the leaves and stalks) tends to provide 50 percent to 70 percent ground cover, but it’s not practical to harvest part of that stover and still leave the rest scattered evenly over a field, Kelly said.

ICM’s approach to supplying the 10 tons of feedstock the pilot plant will need daily is multifaceted. The plant is next to a corn ethanol facility that has a ready supply of corn fiber that can be used as a backup feedstock.

It is also working with farmers who are growing switchgrass — a perennial grass that takes a year or two to become established. Farmers are also planting a special variety of sorghum for cellulose that grows 20 feet tall.

To manage transportation costs, ICM is trying to source the crop within a 25-mile radius, although that could be extended to 50 miles 

“I think there is a lot of optimism that in the next three years we will see a number of cellular plants using different approaches,” said Rivers. 



This is the first of an occasional series monitoring the progress of the attempt in St. Joseph to use cellulosic fiber to make ethanol.

Economic development brings city and county to table

BY TIM LOGAN STLtoday.com | Posted: Sunday, April 10, 2011 12:20 am

Last week, St. Louis' long conversation about regionalism reached a new level.

With Tuesday's earnings tax vote behind them, and armed with a thick new study on sharing services, politicians in St. Louis and St. Louis County began talking openly about the prospect of cooperating in more ways than they're used to. Some of that cooperation could center on purchasing agreements or sharing health services. Nitty-gritty, back-office stuff. But one area in particular piques the interest of many: economic development.

After all, that's where the money is.

Both city and county dole out tens of millions of dollars a year in tax breaks, loans and other incentives to help produce jobs. Too often, critics say, that money just pays to move jobs across a county line, or keep them from doing so, and to duplicate programs that already exist nearby. Imagine the benefits if the two counties at the heart of the St. Louis region could plan, and act, as one.

Right now, local officials say, there's nothing concrete on the table. "But there are ways we can do things more effectively together," said Denny Coleman, president of the St. Louis Economic Council.

The city and the county have similar economic development programs. Both are run by quasi-governmental agencies - the city has its St. Louis Development Corp., the county, its Economic Council - with professional staffs to manage day-to-day programs and citizen boards to vote on big matters. Both are legally separate from their county governments, but their top staff serve at the pleasure of Mayor Francis Slay and County Executive Charlie Dooley, respectively, and most of their board members are political appointees. Both have sub-agencies to oversee land assemblage, industrial development bonds and other tools of the economic development trade. Both run a port authority.

The new study - funded by wealthy investor Rex Sinquefield and performed by financial consulting firm PFM Group - envisions, if not a full merger of some of these agencies, at least more streamlined collaboration.

It recommends, for instance, targeting particular redevelopment areas across both the city and the county and filing joint applications for federal grants. It also recommends coordinating the use of tools such as tax increment financing, with an eye on big-impact projects rather than those that benefit just one small pocket. And it would formalize the sort of handshake agreements that have developed in the past decade to discourage counties from recruiting businesses from elsewhere in the region.

Those handshake deals have been mediated by the Regional Chamber and Growth Association, St. Louis' private, business-funded economic development group. A formal "nonaggression pact" would be a great first step toward collaboration, said RCGA president Richard Fleming.

Other businesspeople have signaled their support for more collaboration, too. The Regional Business Council, which represents about 100 area companies, devotes a sizeable chunk of its agenda to so-called "regional governance" matters such as airport development and transportation issues. Civic Progress, a group of about 30 of St. Louis' biggest companies, issued a statement this week saying it "applauds" the news that city and county leaders are talking about the topic.

"This is clearly outstanding leadership that bodes well for positive growth and success in our region," said executive director Tom Irwin.

But at this point, specifics are few on where all this might lead. There are no formal proposals on the table. Hurdles - political and logistical - remain.

And yet, as Coleman points out, there are already many ways in which the city and the county work together.

They jointly appoint members to the board of the region's World Trade Center, and they partner to run a small-business incubator in Midtown. They're working together to expand the area's Foreign Trade Zone and sought a two-for-one application for the region's last two casino licenses, which resulted in Pinnacle Entertainment's construction of downtown's Lumière Place and Lemay's River City Casino. They have been close partners in the China Cargo Hub project.

Those sort of relationships give all sides a framework for working together, said Coleman, a veteran economic development official who has worked for the city and the county. And rather than setting a top-down approach, they are responsive to the needs of the region and its business community. He expects more opportunities like them will arise.

"Those things are going to become obvious," Coleman said. "We're certainly committed to looking at them in the future."

So expect the talk of cooperation to continue - even if literal consolidation remains a ways down the road.

Congress reaches last-minute deal to avert government 
By Robert Koenig, Beacon Washington correspondent 

Updated 11:39 pm, Fri., 4.8.11 

WASHINGTON – A half hour after its midnight deadline, Congress averted a government shutdown by approving a one-week stopgap spending bill that allows time to finalize a budget deal for the rest of this fiscal year that is expected to make the deepest annual spending cut in U.S. history.

“Some of the cuts we agreed to will be painful,” conceded President Barack Obama in an appearance shortly before the Senate and House votes. But he said negotiators “made sure that at the end of the day, this was a debate about spending cuts, not social issues like women’s health and the protection of our air and water.”

Under the framework for the longer-term agreement, Congress will make about $38.5 billion in spending cuts for the fiscal year that ends Sept. 30 – with $2 billion of those cuts made in the stopgap measure that expires Friday and gives congressional staff time to write the deal in legislative language and then vote on it.

Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid, D-Nev., said the negotiations were “a grueling process” that arrived in the end at “a historic level of cuts.” House Speaker John Boehner, R-Ohio, said the deal capped “a long fight” for a spending plan that will “create a better environment for job-creators in our country.”

While details of the framework agreement were unclear Friday night, some Democrats said that the final package would not include riders in the House spending bill that would cut federal funding for Planned Parenthood and place limits on some environmental regulations. However, separate votes on those issues were expected.

The last-minute deal averted what would have been the first government shutdown in 15 years. That would have meant the closing of the Gateway Arch and many other national parks, furloughs for “non-essential” federal workers and the suspension of some key government services.

Shortly after the Senate approved the stopgap plan at about 11:18 p.m. Eastern time, Sen. Dick Durbin, D-Ill., said Congress needs to start addressing longer-term spending issues. “While these cuts will be painful, we must now turn our attention toward addressing our long-term debt and ensuring a future of fiscal responsibility,” he said.

About a half hour after the midnight deadline, the House voted overwhelmingly to approve the one-week stopgap
deal, 348 to 70. Some House Republicans grumbled that the nearly $40 billion in spending cuts fell short of the $61 billion in reductions approved earlier by the House. But Senate Minority Leader Mitch McConnell, R-Ky., said the “substantial reductions” would be followed by “a much larger discussion of how we save trillions” in future budgets.

Earlier on Friday, Republicans and Democrats had cast their endgame debates in starkly different terms as they exchanged criticism for the delays in reaching an agreement.

While Reid claimed that House Republicans were holding up a spending deal by insisting on a rider that de-funded family planning initiatives, Boehner said the hangup was over the spending level rather than any particular social-policy rider.

“When we say we're serious about cutting spending, we're damn serious about it,” Boehner said after a meeting with House Republicans.

Short-term deal follows long day of debate

Before the one-week agreement was approved, the arguments in the Shutdown Blame Game had divided along party lines in the Missouri and Illinois congressional delegations, with both sides blaming the other for a possible shutdown and everyone contending that they wanted to avoid it.

"This is no longer about budget issues; it's about bumper stickers," charged Durbin. Sen. Claire McCaskill, D-Mo., told the Beacon that according to Democrats in the negotiations, the last major sticking point was "Title X health-care funding -- cancer screening and family planning money -- which was one of the social policy riders of House Republicans."
But Rep. Todd Akin, R-Town and Country, a member of the House Budget Committee, said, "My impression is the opposite. This is about how much money we're going to cut; that's what the big fight is about. I think John Boehner is standing up for what he believes is right."

Akin told the Beacon that he backed the original House amendment that cut federal funding for Planned Parenthood but said he doesn't think that is what's holding up a deal on the level of spending cuts -- either in a one-week stopgap or for the rest of the 2011 fiscal year, which ends Sept. 30. "We're talking a pretty big cut for a six-month period," he said

But Reid told reporters that at the White House meeting, both parties had agreed to about $38 billion in spending reductions for that period. "I've been pushing my caucus to make some cuts, and we've gone not only halfway toward the Republican level but more than three-quarters of the way," said McCaskill. "I think in Missouri that would be called a more than adequate compromise."

Following Reid's lead, Durbin blamed the stalemate on "a power struggle" among House Republicans that has forced Boehner's hand in negotiations with Reid and President Barack Obama. Rep. William L. Clay, D-St. Louis, was among several House Democrats who went further, charging that Tea Party-inspired Republicans were engaging in "political blackmail" to hold Boehner to their positions on issues such as cutting federal funds to Planned Parenthood.

In a conference call with reporters Friday, Rep. Russ Carnahan, D-St. Louis, said, "This is not even a debate anymore about serious budget cuts. ... There seem to be some ideological maneuvers on behalf of the Republicans to use this as an attempt to shut the government down."

Saying that his office was being flooded with calls, Carnahan said, "A government shutdown is going to hurt families, it's going to hurt seniors and businesses. In Missouri, it's estimated that over 100,000 workers would have to go without paychecks. We don't need to get to this point."

Sen. Roy Blunt, R-Mo., also said he wanted to avoid a shutdown if at all possible, but he placed the blame squarely on Democrats for failing to take care of the 2011 budget issues when they controlled both houses of Congress last fall.

"We're facing a potential government shutdown, thanks to President Obama and Senate Democrats' failure to lead and their refusal to come to the table and support real spending cuts," Blunt said in a statement. "We cannot continue spending money we don't have, and we have a responsibility to ensure Washington is living within its means just like every family and job creator in Missouri."

In a televised appearance Friday, Sen. Mark Kirk, R-Ill. -- who said he remained optimistic that a shutdown might be averted -- called on both sides to give a bit in the negotiations. Kirk, who has said he opposed the Planned Parenthood rider, said policy riders were "not central to the mission here," and he said Democrats needed to give up more ground on the extent of budget cuts. He said the real battle should be over needed cutbacks in next year's budget.

McCaskill agreed on the need for significant cuts but complained: "This is not a game of ping-pong where we're hitting the ball up and down this hall from the House to the Senate, fighting over divisive social issues that, frankly, our country has struggled with for decades and will continue to struggle with."

Akin and Rep. JoAnn Emerson, R-Cape Girardeau, were among many House Republicans who urged the Senate to prevent a shutdown by accepting a six-month defense appropriations bill that the House passed Thursday, which included a one-week funding extension for the rest of the government.

"We are hearing from so many military families that we represent who are facing uncertainty on top of uncertainty" about receiving pay in the event of a shutdown, Emerson said in a House speech.

"The negotiators and staff members on both sides are working late hours and weekends" to try to reach a deal, Emerson said. "But I'm convinced it would be more helpful if we could find consensus instead of ripping apart a one-week [stopgap spending] bill that funds our troops."

Members of Congress were expecting to remain in the Capitol until midnight Friday, and -- if no spending deal is reached and a government shutdown begins -- to work through the weekend to try to reach agreement.

McCaskill told the Beacon that she planned to have only "a bare-bones Senate staff" if there is a shutdown and that she will forgo her Senate pay during such a stoppage. "I don't think it's right that people all over the government are being furloughed and that we don't make the same kind of sacrifices."

Planned Parenthood funding a final obstacle in shutdown negotiations

BY BILL LAMBRECHT STLtoday.com | Posted: Friday, April 8, 2011 5:07 pm

U.S. Capitol during a night session, which would be needed to avoid a government shutdown. 

WASHINGTON -- In the final hours before the government exhausts spending authority, the long-standing issue of abortion emerged as a main obstacle in negotiations.

The House thus far apparently has stuck by an amendment that would eliminate more than $300 million from the Title X program that supports a range of Planned Parenthood services, from cancer screenings to HIV testing.

Republicans, who passed a budget bill Thursday that included the cuts, argue that taxpayer money should not support an organization like Planned Parenthood that has abortion services as a primary purpose.

"We have a long history in Congress of pro-life protections being part of budget debates," Rep. Jim Jordan, R-Ohio, chairman of the Republican Study Committee in the House, told reporters this afternoon.

The 35-year-old Hyde Amendment -- named for former Ill. Rep. Henry Hyde -- prohibits the using federal funds for abortion. Nonetheless, supporters of the cuts argue that the money for health services should be redistributed away from abortion providers.

Sen. Claire McCaskill, D-Mo., was among Democratic women senators who said they were angry that womens' health issues had emerged as a late obstacle in the debate.

"It is illegal to use any federal money for abortions. This is about women being able to get family planning services and cancer screenings at many clinics across the country," she said in an interview on MSNBC this afternoon.

"Let's cut this spending and let's save for another day our debates on divisive social issues," she said.

Rep. Russ Carnahan, D-St. Louis, said: "This is not even a debate any more about serious budget cuts...The real breakdown seems to have been some of these ideologically motivated riders that Republicans have been pushing." 

But Rep. Todd Akin, R-Town & Country, said that the level of spending that Senate Democrats will accept remains the stumbling block.

If the Senate is concerned about women's programs, he said, they could strip the Title X amendment from the House-passed legislation and then return it to the House for concurrence.

"They would like to try to paint us as a bunch of crazy pro-lifers trying to shut the government down," he said.

Sen. Mark Kirk, R-Ill., is among GOP senators who believes that the Planned Parenthood amendment is "extraneous," he told reporters a short time ago. 

"I don't think we should single out Planned Parenthood for a 100 percent cut," Kirk said.

The Susan B. Anthony List, an organizaton that promotes pro-life women in politics, issued a statement contending that the White House is singling out Planned Parenthood for special attention.

"It is extraordinary that the president sees federal funding for the nation's number one abortion provider as more important than paychecks for federal workers and funding for our military," Marjorie Dannenfelser, president of the group, said in a statement.

Planned Parenthood president Cecile Richards issued a statement of her own, saying that the rider in question "would bar Planned Parenthood from being paid by Medicaid and other federal programs for providing women with birth control, cancer screenings, HIV testing and testing for other sexually transmitted diseases."

U.S. Rep. Hartzler joins fray on budget

April 08, 2011 11:29 PM

Dennis Rich   The Sedalia Democrat

Congresswoman Vicky Hartzler on Friday joined the fray over a possible government shutdown on a day that seemed to involve as much finger-pointing as actual deal making.

The 4th District Republican told Missouri reporters by telephone from Washington, D.C., on Friday afternoon that Republicans in the U.S. House of Representatives are “just cleaning up the mess” left by Democratic majorities in both houses in 2010 who failed to pass any budget bills for the current fiscal year, which ends in September.

The federal government has been operating on a series of continuing resolutions — temporary spending bills that keep federal departments funded in the absence of an approved budget. The latest such resolution was set to expire at midnight Friday as the potential loomed for a shutdown and the possible furloughing of some 800,000 federal employees before the agreement was reached.

“We are just a few hours away from a federal government shutdown. This could have and should have been avoided,” Hartzler said. “This is not a mess of our making.”

Hartzler said Senate Democrats, especially Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid, D-Nev., had not bargained in good faith and had used American troops “as pawns in a liberal chess game” after the Senate refused to consider a temporary motion on Thursday that would have cut $12 billion from this year’s budget and would have funded pay for troops through September.
Senate Democrats on Friday pointed to a number of unrelated riders attached to the bill, including a ban on “taxpayer-funded” abortions in Washington, DC., as the main reason for their opposition to the temporary plan.

Hartzler said she didn’t believe Democrats were sincere about their opposition to the non-fiscal items.

“I didn’t think they were controversial,” Hartzler said, noting that many Democrats, including Reid, had voted for similar measures in the past.

As the day wore on, lawmakers seemed unable to even agree on what the sticking points were in negotiations with Democrats citing policy matters and Republicans saying the argument was over how much to cut. Republicans have sought between $40 billion and $60 billion in cuts to next year’s budget, with Democrats looking for about half of that.

Earlier on Friday, Reid said the two sides had reached agreement on $38 billion in spending cuts, but Hartzler denied such an agreement existed.

“Well that is not what we were told. We had a Republican conference with (House Speaker John) Boehner. The policy riders have all come to agreement. The disagreement now is all about cuts and how much to cut,” Hartzler said.

Hartzler said she and her staff would forego pay if the shutdown occurred.

Investment firm Goldman Sachs this week estimated a government shutdown lasting more than a week could cost the economy $8 billion in federal spending, and some economists warned a prolonged shutdown could push the fragile economic recovery back into recession.

“I would seriously doubt that,” Hartzler said, but agreed that cities with large numbers of federal employees, such as the nation’s capitol, would see an impact from lost wages and spending.

“For federal employees in 4th District, it would be difficult for them. That is why we are trying to avoid,” a shutdown, Hartzler said.

KRASKE: Talking to myself about drawing lines, Kinder, McCaskill...and Sly

Steve Kraske. KC STAR PRIME BUZZ BLOG

Q & A…with myself.

So they’re redrawing congressional lines again in Missouri, Steve-O. Anybody care?
Hardly.

Don’t tell me it’s the same ol’ same ol’ when it comes to who’s drawing the lines.
Of course it is, meathead.

Don’t keep me in suspense. Who’s doing the drawing?
Top aides to members of Congress.

Yes, the state House and Senate have committees that tour the state talking to citizens about where the lines should be. And a few dozen folks actually turned out. But that’s window dressing.

Because….?
Because Republicans have the upper hand given their 6-3 edge in the congressional delegation and their twin majorities in the state House and Senate.

In this most political of processes, they’re going to control things just as Democrats did when they had the edge.

So these top GOP congressional aides got together in a St. Louis hotel room a few weeks ago and started drawing.

So what.
So what! All they care about is drawing lines that ensure that incumbents — their bosses — win re-election. And win easily at that.

In Jeff City, they snicker about redistricting. They call it the Incumbency Protection Act.

And the average Joe and Josephine out there should care about this…why?
There you go again. People should care because safe seats mean members are freer to play to their bases. Those bases are made up of hard-line conservatives in rural areas and hard-line liberals in urban areas who get worked up about issues and actually vote.

Still don’t get why I should care.
OK, point is that members of Congress who play to their bases sit on the far ends of the political spectrum. They are conservative, and they are liberal. They don’t tend to be middle-of-the-roaders prone to compromise.

That makes for more divided government and leads to things like government shutdowns.

Man, it takes you a long time to make a point.
But I got there, didn’t I?

What’s the fallout from all this wrangling over the government shutdown?
A pox on all their houses. Nobody looks good. The debate needs to be over the tough stuff like Social Security, defense and Medicare. Instead we’re shutting down government because of disputes over a fraction of the budget.

So nobody looks good?
Right — with one exception: Wisconsin Congressman Paul Ryan, a Republican, who had the guts last week to open a dialogue on the monster entitlement programs like Medicare and Medicaid. It’s a start.

Lots of talk back home here about all these travel snafus.
No kidding.

With all these Missouri officials repaying their travel allowances, maybe that’s the way to slash the national budget deficit.
Very funny, wise guy.

What do you make of it?
My take: Gov. Jay Nixon, a Democrat who’s been knocked for flying around the state too often, comes out OK because blaming a governor for traveling his state during tough times hardly seems like the type of sin that will defeat him at re-election time.

Even some Republicans agree with that. 

Sen. Claire McCaskill winds up wounded over issues surrounding her family jet even though she followed the book on damage control.

The problem: She doesn’t look like one of us any more when she can pay off $320,000 in back property taxes in one fell swoop.

That hurts because the one-of-us thing has been a McCaskill trademark.

Didn’t she used to be a waitress in college?
You bet. And with her ability to schmooze, she probably killed in the tip department.

What about Lt. Gov. Kinder paying off all those hotel rooms? How’d he handle it?
Amateur hour. Defiant instead of apologetic. Angry instead of contrite.

But he opted to repay the state for all those hotel stays in St. Louis that he billed to taxpayers.

He said official state business always was involved.

But that may not be the case.
Right. The Star reported about a stay at the Intercontinental in Kansas City that taxpayers picked up. It was on the same night as one of Kinder’s campaign fund-raisers.

Looks sorta funny.
Yes, smart one, it does.

Bottom line it for me.
Kinder didn’t come off looking all that gubernatorial, and that’s the job he’s going for next year. * What else happened this week?*

You catch that KC e-tax vote? Stunning. Clay and Platte counties each went for it by 68-32 percent. That’s pretty conservative turf up there.

And….?
Mayor-elect Sly James can at least govern proactively once he takes office. A “no” vote would have shackled his wrists for four years.

What the Wisconsin Supreme Court race says about upcoming governor’s races

By Aaron Blake

Democrats will be hard-pressed to play much offense in governor’s races over the next two years.

For that reason, our list of the top five governor’s races over the last few months has included only Democratic seats that could switch to Republicans. And it still does.

But while Republicans will definitely have a chance to expand their edge in governor’s seats in the 14 races to be held in 2011 and 2012, there are growing signs that the wave of 2010 may be cresting.

Look no further than Wisconsin.

Until a few weeks ago, conservative Supreme Court Justice David Prosser was not a name anybody in Washington knew. But after Gov. Scott Walker (R) inflamed liberal and union activists in the Badger State with his move to strip public employee unions of collective bargaining rights, Prosser came close to losing in a race that was on virtually nobody’s radar two months ago. Meanwhile, Democrats easily took Walker’s old post of Milwaukee County executive.

Republicans point out that Milwaukee is heavily Democratic and that they still (probably) won the Supreme Court race. They also note that Walker didn’t win his November race by an overwhelming margin — a suggestion that the close Prosser race says little about a changing electorate.

Those are fair points. But there is little evidence of broad support for Walker’s proposals so far, and a Democratic base that wasn’t all that excited about voting in 2010 is now looking riled up. It actively turned a little-known assistant attorney general into a real contender who came oh-so-close to knocking of Prosser. Prosser led JoAnne Kloppenburg 55 percent to 25 percent in the open primary; but even with the other candidates out of the race, he saw his vote share drop to just more than 50 percent in the general election. That doesn’t happen without a significant shift.

Objectively, Walker and other crusading Republican governor’s have seen their approval ratings languish as they’ve moved to make tough changes. Fellow GOP Gov. Rick Scott of Florida, for example, has seen his disapproval rating more than double over the last two months, according to the most recent Quinnipiac poll. While his approval/disapproval was 35 percent/22 percent in February, the most recent Q poll put him at 35 percent and 48 percent.

Now, what do Scott Walker and Rick Scott have to do with a 2011 governor’s race in West Virginia? Probably not much — unless it becomes something that Democrats in those states and the Democratic Governors Association can successfully turn into a campaign issue. They are trying in Washington state already. We’ll see how that pans out.

But in addition to the controversy caused by newly elected governors, top GOP challengers have succumbed to some bad press in recent days.

The Kentucky media reported this week that state Senate President David Williams’s (R) divorce filing showed $36,000 in gambling losses between 1999 and 2002. His tea party primary opponent, businessman Phil Moffett, meanwhile raised an embarrassing $10,000 in a two-day “moneybomb.”

Missouri Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder (R) got even worse news, as the St. Louis Post-Dispatch reported tens of thousands of dollars in hotel stays he racked up on the taxpayers’ dime. Missouri Gov. Jay Nixon (D) remains popular, so Kinder (who is not technically a candidate yet) can’t afford many missteps.

Does it mean that the governor’s races have swung back in Democrats’ favor? Hardly. The GOP still has a very good chance of taking Democratic seats in Montana and North Carolina, with an open seat in conservative Montana and unpopular Gov. Bev Perdue (D) in North Carolina.

After seeing plenty of governor’s seats change hands in 2010, though, it seems entirely plausible that the 2011 and 2012 races could do little to shift the balance of power. Of course, there’s still lots of time.

To the line…

5. Washington (Democratic controlled): This is the best example of the Walker drama seeping into other races. The name of the game for Democrats early in this race has been to tie state Attorney General Rob McKenna (R) to Walker and other national GOP initiatives, with the state Democratic Party running a newspaper ad saying, “If you like what Governor Scott Walker is doing in Wisconsin . . . you will love Rob McKenna as Washington State’s Governor.” McKenna, should he run, has to walk a fine line between wooing the tea party types and being a viable candidate in a blue state. For example, he has joined a lawsuit filed by Republican attorneys general against the new federal health care law, but also says he doesn’t want the whole bill struck down. On the Democratic side, we’re still waiting on Gov. Chris Gregoire to declare her intentions about seeking a third term. A top alternative is Rep. Jay Inslee. (Previous ranking: 5)

4. Missouri (D): Kinder’s ampaign hit a rough patch — to put it nicely — this week when the Post-Dispatch reported that he had stayed at luxury hotels while traveling on the taxpayer’s dime. Sensing the political danger, Kinder has said he will repay the state the $35,000 he charged it for the hotels, but Democrats are smartly doing everything they can to keep the story in the news. And the optics of it are bad for Republicans, who recently savaged Sen. Claire McCaskill (D-Mo.) for billing the taxpayers for flights on her personal plane. Nixon is taking little for granted, having already hired a campaign manager and starting to raise money in earnest. (Previous ranking: 4)

3. Kentucky (D): The problems for Williams and Moffett are threatening an already uphill battle to defeat Gov. Steve Beshear (D). And Beshear is taking no chances, having launched his first ad already, even though he doesn’t fact a primary. What Democrats would really love is for Moffett to pick up some steam and give Williams a tough primary challenge. Despite his lack of fundraising — he has raised just $80,000 of a $300,000 goal — Moffett has been securing tea party support. Williams, though, has raised more than $1 million, giving himself a big financial advantage. The Republican primary is May 17. (Previous ranking: 3)

2. Montana (D): Democrats are still waiting on Attorney General Steve Bullock to get in this race, which looks like it will happen after the current legislative session. Former Republican congressman Rick Hill looks like the frontrunner in the GOP primary, for now. He raised close to $100,000 in the first quarter of the year, and no other Republican came close. Bullock raised $65,000 in the quarter but is hampered by the limits on donations for an attorney general; if he declared himself a gubernatorial candidate, he would be allowed to raise twice as much. Republicans aren’t totally sold on Hill, who notably attacked a female opponent in the late 1990s for being unmarried and without children. But even a weak GOP candidate could put up a tough fight in this Republican-leaning state. And once the state’s legislative session ends, some fresher faces could jump in on the GOP side.  (Previous ranking: 2) 

1. North Carolina (D): Former Charlotte Mayor Pat McCrory is preparing for a rematch against Gov. Bev Perdue (D) in 2012, and strategists on both sides acknowledge the incumbent could be in real trouble. There’s been little reliable polling done in the race to date, but McCrory may start the contest as a slight favorite given Perdue’s struggles in her first term. At the same time, President Obama is planning a full-bore campaign in the Tarheel State in 2012, and that sort of voter identification and turnout operation will likely help Perdue. Of course, it will also make it easier for Republicans to link Perdue to the commander-in-chief. (Previous ranking: 1)

Chris Cillizza and Rachel Weiner contributed to this post. 

In redistricting, a Fox trot for big GOP donor? 

BY JAKE WAGMAN • STLtoday.com | Posted: Friday, April 8, 2011 3:15 pm
ST. LOUIS -- With a zig instead of a zag, a proposal for redrawing Missouri's Congressional districts would finally give one of the nation's most prominent GOP contributors a Republican representative in Washington.

It's not exactly gerrymandering -- maybe more a creative curve.

The map drawn by the state House redistricting committee erases a St. Louis district, with two adjoining congressman absorbing parts of the city and the county.

Almost all of the area east of Hanley Road would be in the First District, a safe Democratic seat currently held by Lacy Clay. Most of the suburbs west of Hanley would be in the reliably Republican Second District now represented by Todd Akin.

The line swerves, however, between Wydown Boulevard and Forest Park Parkway to include in the Second District a swath of homes in Clayton -- and not just any homes.

The boundary would rope into the Republican district a row of mansions that includes the $3.9 million estate of philanthropist Sam Fox, among the national Republican Party's most generous donors.

Fox, appointed ambassador to Belgium by President George W. Bush, was until last year head of the elite "Republican Regents" fundraising circle.

Currently, Fox is represented by Democrat Russ Carnahan, who is left without a chair as Missouri loses a spot in Congress.

The boundaries, as written by the Republicans in the Jefferson City leading the redistricting process, would put Fox and his neighbors -- which include a member of the Schnucks grocery family, the president of BJC HealthCare, and a senior veep at Enterprise Rent-A-Car -- in a safe GOP seat.

Not a bad group to have as new constituents, especially around fundraising time.

Hispanic factor helps KC outpace St. Louis

BY Phillip O'Connor • STLtoday.com | Posted: Saturday, April 9, 2011 12:10 am

KANSAS CITY • Alvaro Galindo remembers feeling like the lone Mexican when he settled in Kansas City's traditional Italian neighborhood 20 years ago.

For decades, Hispanics had clustered on the city's west side near rail yards and meatpacking plants now long closed.

Galindo opened a restaurant on Independence Avenue on the northeast side of downtown and over time watched his new neighborhood change.

Drive down the area's main thoroughfare today, and the number of business signs written in Spanish nearly rivals those in English. Galindo even revamped his menu to include more authentic Mexican dishes to keep his new and growing clientele happy.

"I don't feel alone now," he said, laughing, during a recent lunch hour while two waitresses chatted with customers in Spanish and a Mexican soap opera blared from a television.

The surge in the number of Hispanics, combined with geographic advantages over St. Louis that the much larger Kansas City enjoys, allowed the city to grow over the last 10 years while St. Louis lost population, say demographers and economic development analysts.

Kansas City's population grew 4.1 percent. Of the city's 18,000 new residents, 15,000 identified themselves as Hispanic or Latino. Hispanics now make up 10 percent of the city's 459,787 residents.

St. Louis lost 29,000 residents during the decade, an 8 percent drop. The Hispanic population grew by a third but still represents only 3.5 percent of the city's 319,294 residents.

Nationwide, Hispanics accounted for more than half the population increase during the decade and now represent 16 percent of the U.S. population.

Observers offered several theories for the differences in the Hispanic population in the two cities. They include Kansas City's long-established Hispanic community and its location along Interstate 35, a major transportation route to the Mexican border. Others say a stronger union presence in St. Louis makes it difficult for Hispanic immigrants to find work here. Others say it's simpler than that.

"They don't feel welcome," said Cileia Miranda-Yuen, former president of the Hispanic Leaders Group of Greater St. Louis. "It's not an embracing community, and there's a lot of prejudice."

St. Louis' Hispanic population has always been fairly small and dispersed, said Ann Rynearson, retired senior vice president of the International Institute of St. Louis. In the 19th century, the population consisted of a scattering of dissidents and intellectuals who had fled Mexico. Later, some migrant farmworkers settled here, but more lived on the Illinois side of the Mississippi.

"St. Louis was never a real major concentration point," Rynearson said.

Kansas City's Hispanic community can trace its roots to the days of the Santa Fe Trail and the early railroads. That prompted a "chain migration" of friends and family that is now several generations old.

"We just had a head start in building up to a critical mass that St. Louis hasn't had," said Steven Driever, a geography professor at the University of Missouri-Kansas City.

Over time, social service agencies and community organizations opened to cater to Kansas City's growing Hispanic population. That made the area even more of a magnet.

"People tend to go where they might know somebody, where there's a welcoming community," said Manny Trillo of the Mid-America Research Council, the Kansas City area's regional planning organization.

Hispanic growth helped slow population loss in the urban core of Kansas City during the 2000s, like Bosnians did in the 1990s for St. Louis.

"It's good to see people come in, regardless of who they are, who are willing to invest and start families and careers," said Carlos Gomez, president of the Hispanic Chamber of Commerce of Greater Kansas City. "We need that tax base, and so do all the other services and businesses that rely on it."

LANDLOCKED
Another major factor that limits growth in St. Louis is the fact that the city is landlocked.

Kansas City spreads over parts of four counties and covers 318 square miles, much of it still undeveloped. St. Louis is its own county and covers only 62 square miles that is mostly built out.

"The biggest difference is we just have so much room for growth," said Kansas City planner Steve Lebofsky.

During the 2000s, Kansas City added 22,450 housing units, while St. Louis added 5,946, Lebofsky said. Much of Kansas City's new residential and commercial development occurred along the city's suburban edges and north of the Missouri River near Kansas City International airport, he said.

But Kansas City's growth presents its own problems, said outgoing Mayor Mark Funkhouser.

He said the government must deal with blighted neighborhoods, high crime and worn-out infrastructure in the urban core at the same time it is paying to build new roads, police and fire stations, and other amenities for the developing areas on the city's edge.

"You have to continue to service the city you have while you build a new one on the outer ring," Funkhouser said. "The cost is untenable, you can't continue to do that. It's just not possible."

That's especially true, given the middle-class flight that's taking place from the urban core, he said. During the last decade, the population in the area of Kansas City within Jackson County declined by 6.3 percent.

"We need folks with money," Funkhouser said. "I want to serve low-income folks, but I need income to do that."

REGIONAL GROWTH
The entire Kansas City region grew at more than twice the rate of the St. Louis region in the last decade, and that was due, in part, to Hispanic growth.

The biggest factor, though, was the tremendous growth in Johnson County, Kan. It surpassed Sedgwick, which includes Wichita, to become the largest Kansas county. It alone accounted for almost half of the Kansas City region's population growth, adding 93,000 people. It now has more than 544,000 residents.

"Take that away, and the region grows about as fast as St. Louis," said Frank Lenk, of the Mid-America Regional Council. "So maybe what makes the Kansas City region different than the St. Louis region is, well, Kansas."

Others pointed to the job losses at major St. Louis-area employers during the decade as another drag on growth. Those include the closing of the Chrysler plant in Fenton and the Ford plant in Hazelwood and cutbacks at aircraft manufacturer Boeing and beer maker Anheuser-Busch. St. Louis shed 48,200 jobs during the decade, a 3.6 percent drop, while Kansas City lost 16,600, a 1.6 percent decline.

Neither metro area set the world on fire. In terms of growth, both ranked in the bottom half of 51 metropolitan statistical areas with more than 1 million residents. Las Vegas and Raleigh led the list with population gains of almost 42 percent.

Chappelle-Nadal defends 'house slave' comment, while critic asserts she's mentally unstable
By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter    

Posted 2:43 pm, Fri., 4.8.11 

State Sen. Maria Chappelle-Nadal, D-University City, admits she uses "provocative language,'' but she reaffirmed Friday that she will not apologize for portraying some African-American politicians as "house slaves'' because they back St. Louis officials in the quest to get local control of the city's police department.

Chappelle-Nadal's comments, made on radio station WGNU  this week, have ignited a flurry of criticism from other officials who are African American, with St. Louis Aldermanic President Lewis Reed calling for her step down.

On Friday, state Rep. Jamilah Nasheed -- sponsor of the local-control bill that passed the House -- said she thought that Chappelle-Nadal should "first apologize'' for improperly "using the race card. She was pandering to African Americans on an African-American radio show," the legislator said.

Nasheed, D-St. Louis, then went on to say that the senator "needs professional help. She's mentally unstable....I believe she needs to seek some sort of help, whether it’s psychological in nature or something like racial sensitivity training."

Chappelle-Nadal replied that Nasheed's comments are "very funny from someone who had been in jail for knifing a woman." 

Nasheed said that the senator was referring to Nasheed's years as a troubled teen, which she has talked about publicly. "That's not even relevant here,'' Nasheed said. "We're talking about her 'slavery' comments and her mental health."

But Chappelle-Nadal said the real issue is the personal attacks that she has weathered because she opposes local control. She pointed to St. Louis Alderman Jeffrey Boyd who has been featured in pro-local control radio commercials targeting Chappelle-Nadal and former Mayor Freeman Bosley Jr.
Chappelle-Nadal said that 11 state senators are planning to engage in a filibuster, if necessary, to block the local control bill approved by the Missouri House. But she contended that because she is the lone African-American woman in that group, she has been targeted for particularly harsh attacks.

""I will not be bullied," Chappelle-Nadal said, as she accused some of her critics -- notably St. Louis Aldermanic President Lewis Reed -- of engaging in "thug politics."

The senator added that she had greater respect for certain other critics, notably Aldermen Terry Kennedy and Antonio French, who she said have registered their opposition without getting personal. "They have not disrespected me,'' she said.

Chappelle-Nadal said that the back-and-forth is a distraction from her real concern, which she said is Chapter 84 of the Missouri state statutes, which lays out the terms of employment, pay and benefits for St. Louis police officers, as well as insurance-coverage guarantees for the families of officers killed in the line of duty. (Click here to read the senator's recent column on the topic in the St. Louis American.)

"Chapter 84 is key,'' she said. The senator went on to say that no supporters of local control have come to her office to discuss the issue.

However, Chappelle-Nadal said she won't apologize for any of her public comments. In the interview, for example, she repeated her contention that wealthy financier Rex Sinquefield -- a major political player in regional and state politics who supports local control -- is behind much of the current push by City Hall and the issue's prominence during this legislative session.

Chappelle-Nadal cited the $300,000 that Sinquefield has given to state House Speaker Steve Tilley, R-Perryville and a 2012 candidate for lieutenant governor, and the $115,000 that the financier recently gave Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder, a Republican expected to run for governor.

"Rex Sinquefield is literally buying politics and politicians,'' she said.

Area School Districts Could Lose Millions
Officials Upset About Filibuster 

Washington Missourian  Posted: Friday, April 8, 2011 4:00 pm | Updated: 4:01 pm, Fri Apr 8, 2011. 
Local school district superintendents are upset about a filibuster that could have stripped over $3 million from the budgets of local districts.

Several Republican senators upset about federal spending ended a filibuster Thursday against legislation renewing the federal long-term jobless benefits, but only after the Senate voted to cut state jobless benefits by six weeks.

As part of the deal, Senate President Pro Tem Rob Mayer also pledged to help the filibustering senators, who include State Sen. Brian Nieves, R-Washington, identify $250 million of federal stimulus spending that can be cut from the state’s budget. At this point it appears school funding may not be impacted.

A final Senate vote is expected next week.

Franklin County school districts stand to lose about $3.2 million in funding if Nieves and other senators are successful in stopping the state from accepting federal grant money.

Roughly $189 million in grants are available as part of the federal stimulus.

However, Senators promised that none of the additional budget cuts will have an impact on education, according to a newsletter from the Missouri School Boards’ Association that was sent Friday to school superintendents.

Union R-XI School Superintendent Steve Bryant called the filibuster a “political stunt” and questions Nieves’ motives.

“His (Nieves) idea is that we need to work on federal spending, but I just don’t feel this type of political stunt is how we accomplish that,” said Bryant. “It seems likely that his philosophy centers around major contributors like Rex Sinquefield.”

Sinquefield is a conservative financial contributor who has focused on supporting public school vouchers and opposing campaign contribution limits.

Washington School District Superintendent Dr. Lori VanLeer also had expressed grave concerns about the loss of funding. She, along with other area superintendents, have sent letters to legislators outlining those concerns.

“It really was on the verge on ridiculous, but this latest change of events appears to be good news for public school districts,” VanLeer said. “I understand the principle of the matter, but it’s at the expense of schoolchildren.”

Gov. Jay Nixon’s administration has plans to give out two installments of federal money, one this fiscal year, which ends June 30, and one in fiscal year 2012.

Franklin County districts would receive $603,961 in funding this year if House Bill 15 is approved by the senate and $2,608,698 next year.

The bill passed the Missouri House with a vote of 152-0 in February.

Nieves and others including Sen. Jim Lembke, R-Lemay, were filibustering the measure in the Senate however, saying the rejection of federal aid will send a message about government overspending.

“I certainly understand the point that Sen. Nieves is trying to make in curtailing federal spending, and I don’t think anyone disagrees that we need to make more changes at the federal level, and at the same time, I understand the financial needs of this state,” Bryant said.

“This money is being put out regardless. It is already in the pipeline. He certainly has the right to make a point, but that money won’t be sent back to the federal government — it will be redistributed to other states,” Bryant added. “It really puts a big hole in the already strained budget of Missouri.”

“That jobs bill was to plug a hole in the state education budget. I think it is a real detriment in out ability to serve kids,” Bryant said,

Nieves told a local radio station this week that he is one of several “ultra-conservative” senators in the Senate.

“I’ve got good news and bad news,” he said. “The good news is the people of this area elected an ultra-conservative to represent them in the Missouri Senate. The bad news is the people elected an ultra-conservative to represent them in the Missouri Senate.”

Nixon’s office outlined the payments set to go to each district. Every district in the county would receive funding under the proposed bill.

The following is a list of payments provided by Nixon’s office for the current fiscal year and next fiscal year per district in the county:

Franklin County R-II (New Haven) — fiscal year 2011, $7,696; fiscal year 2012, $32,392.

Lonedell R-XIV — fiscal year 2011, $26,574; fiscal year 2012, $108,299.

Meramec Valley R-III — fiscal year 2011, $138,325; fiscal year 2012, $586,867.

New Haven — fiscal year 2011, $18,442; fiscal year 2012, $78,074.

Spring Bluff R-XV — fiscal year 2011, $17,776; fiscal year 2012, $77,120.

St. Clair R-XIII — fiscal year 2011, $107,934; fiscal year 2012, $471,109.

Strain-Japan R-XVI — fiscal year 2011, $4,664; fiscal year 2012, $20,495.

Sullivan C-2 — fiscal year 2011, $99,447; fiscal year 2012, $431,087.

Union R-XI — fiscal year 2011, $112,865; fiscal year 2012, $497,361.

Washington — fiscal year 2011, $70,238; fiscal year 2012, $305,894.

Millions for weatherizing in Missouri is defended 

BY JEFFREY TOMICH STLtoday.com | Posted: Saturday, April 9, 2011 12:05 am

What had been a little-known home weatherization program has become the latest target for Republican state senators trying to make a point about runaway federal spending.

The senators have proposed slashing $250 million of already approved federal stimulus projects as a trade-off for their agreement to drop their controversial bid to turn down federal money for unemployment assistance.

The leader of the conservative group, Sen. Jim Lembke, R-Lemay, called the stimulus spending "a plethora of different pork barrel projects and pet projects." Chief among them: the weatherization program that pays to upgrade homes for low-income Missourians. That millions of dollars in federal funds has been 'sitting there" for two years proved his point that it was unneeded, Lembke said.

But one of the biggest recipients of weatherization money awarded to any local agency in the state — the Urban League of Metropolitan St. Louis — disagrees with the characterization that the money isn't needed and worried about the possibility of losing financing for the program.

"I've been in social services a long time, and this program is different," said Brenda Wrench, chief operating officer for the Urban League. "It changes clients' circumstances. It's a sustainable improvement."

The weatherization program pays for 100 percent of the costs of energy efficiency upgrades for homeowners. For leased property, landlords have to pay 5 percent to 25 percent, depending on the size of the building.

In 2009, the Urban League was allotted $17.6 million under the weatherization program, including $6.8 million in so-called 'special project" grants that have been used to improve local homeless shelters, Wrench said.

So far, $7 million of that money has been spent to retrofit 1,160 St. Louis homes with more efficient furnaces, insulation, window caulking and other energy efficient upgrades. Another 900 projects worth $4 million are in the queue, leaving about $6 million to spend by March 31, when the program ends.

Across the state, however, the money has been spent more slowly. Two years into a three-year program, Missouri had spent $47 million of a total of $129 million awarded under the program, or 37 percent, according to the latest data released by the Department of Natural Resources, which administers the program. Those figures show spending through January.

Department officials did not respond to requests for comment Friday. But Department Deputy Director Dru Buntin said in March that it took a while for some community agencies to get ramped up to handle the enlarged weatherization program. Before the stimulus act, Missouri's program had received about $4 million to $6 million annually from the federal government, he said.

In St. Louis, Rosie Smith, a widowed senior citizen, is among the beneficiaries. The program paid to seal her front door and insulate her home — work that she wouldn't have been able to do or afford herself. "It's a blessing to me," said Smith, who lives in north St. Louis. "I know I don't use as much heating and air conditioning as I used to."

Those doing the work have benefited, too. The money being targeted by the Republican senators is the same money creating jobs and being used to buy equipment and materials from local retailers.

Legacy Building Group of St. Louis is among the contractors doing the work authorized by the Urban League. The company has worked on more than 700 homes across the city over the last two years, putting 30 people to work who would otherwise be out of a job, President Todd Weaver said.

"This is not the only thing we do, but it really helped out keeping people busy in this economic downturn," he said.

Wrench said the Urban League has marketed the program aggressively at community fairs and meetings, and in radio and newspaper ads. Interest recently picked up after notices began going out in February in Ameren Missouri and Laclede Gas bills.

The group is on track to spend all of the money it has been allocated, she said. "Our clients have responded very enthusiastically."

The program is open to people earning up to twice the federal poverty level, which would be $21,780 for an individual or $44,700 for a family of four.

Oversight is strict, she said. The Urban League initially got just 60 percent of the money it was allocated and had to demonstrate the effectiveness of its programs to qualify for the rest. The final 20 percent was awarded about a year ago.

And state auditors visit every three months to review financial records and visit homes where work is performed. Representatives from the U.S. Department of Energy also have inspected some of the work.

"This program has been the most scrutinized from a public administration aspect, as any program that I've ever seen," Wrench said.

Virginia Young, of the Post-Dispatch, and The Associated Press contributed to this report.
State-line incentive war appears in The New York Times
THE PITCH   By David Martin, Fri., Apr. 8 2011 @ 11:08AM 

The incentive war between Kansas and Missouri -- Kansas is winning -- made it into the pages of The New York Times. Reporter and heir A.G. Sulzberger talks to the chief executive of AMC Entertainment, who sounds almost embarrassed by the fat offer to relocate the company's headquarters from Missouri to Kansas. "In all candor, it's unusual and a little disconcerting," Gerry Lopez, the executive, says. Lopez was photographed in his office, making the "What are you going to do?" gesture with his hands.
The takeaway from Sulzberger's piece is that Kansas and Missouri are playing a destructive game, and everyone knows it. 
Self-interest rules the day. David Frantze, one of the city's most active development lawyers, says it's "horrible public policy" to subsidize companies that move from one side of the state line to the other. But as long as the programs exist, he says he's going to continue to try to "get the best deal" for his clients.
Headquarters poaching is nothing new. But the stakes went up in 2009, when Kansas passed a law that allows companies relocating to the state to retain 95 percent of their employees' payroll taxes. The program enabled Kansas to lure J.P. Morgan Retirement Plan Services, Hoefer Wysocki Architects and KeyBank Real Estate Capital from Missouri. 
AMC has been offered more than $40 million to leave downtown Kansas City. Lopez indicated to Sulzberger that the gift package will be hard to ignore. But even he can see that what is good for AMC won't create wealth for the metropolitan area. "Will there be any net improvement to the region?" Lopez asked. "Probably not." 
The candid discussion was brought down by John Vratil, a Kansas state senator who lives in Leawood. Vratil says the incentive war is "just an inherent aspect of the free market." Government subsidies are "free market"? Hmmm.

'Simple' Hancock amendment spawned complex state finances
By Dale Singer, Beacon staff    

Posted 7:00 am, Fri., 4.8.11 

When Missouri voters were considering the amendment that would bear his name, Springfield businessman Mel Hancock said the concept behind his effort was easy to understand:

The amount of revenue raised by the state should be limited, and voters should have the final say on whether they pay higher taxes.

"The whole thing is so simple, so rational and so realistic," Hancock told a Post-Dispatch reporter in October 1980, "a lot of people don't understand it."

More than 30 years after it won voter approval and was enshrined in the Missouri Constitution, the Hancock amendment has proved to be far more complex than he or many others ever envisioned.

Here is the legacy that Hancock has wrought:

· numerous court cases

· a failed attempt to win statewide approval for a sequel

· a compromise that put more limits on how much tax revenue lawmakers could raise on their own

· refunds that kicked in during good times

· tax cuts that helped avoid future refunds

· legislative workarounds that led to creative financing

Meanwhile, recessions have wrecked a lot of best-laid plans on how to fund state government.

No one can quantify the effect of the Hancock amendment on the revenue raised by the state or any of its jurisdictions -- school districts, municipalities and all the other taxing bodies that rely on public funds to keep operating. The numbers are too complex, and there's no way to figure in all the possible tax proposals that may have been considered, then abandoned because they had no hope of winning voter approval.

But the broader effects of Hancock are easier to outline.

"Missouri is different because of this," says Terry Jones, political science professor at the University of Missouri-St. Louis and longtime observer of state government.

"It shifted state responsibility to the local level for many social and community needs, created more earmarked taxes, took flexibility away from the state legislature and helped spur the use of tax credits. We are a different state because of Hancock."

Those aren't the changes that Mel Hancock foresaw in 1980. Now 81 years old and back in southwest Missouri after serving four terms in Congress, he says that the amendment made sense when it passed and it fits right in with the enthusiasm for limited government that has bubbled up again today.

But he's not too happy about how the legislation that bears his name has been treated over the years.

"Elected officials have done a real good job of figuring out how not to abide by the amendment," Hancock said in a recent telephone interview. "They never did try to implement it. They started out saying they were going to try to get around it, and that's what they've done.

"It was a good idea in 1980, and it would be an even better one now if elected officials would abide by it. The state of Wisconsin probably wishes it had done it in 1980. It wouldn't have the problems it has today."

From California to Missouri

The impetus for trying to limit taxes and spending in Missouri came from the place where so many American ideas originate: California.

There, at the end of the 1970s, when the nation's economy was beset by stagflation -- double-digit price increases coupled with stagnant growth -- a property tax revolt sparked the passage of Proposition 13, which rolled back taxes and restricted future increases.

Similar measures made their way to the ballot in several other states in the next few years, including Missouri. Leading a group called the Taxpayers Survival Association, Mel Hancock had tried but failed to get lawmakers to limit taxation. So he wrote his own amendment, borrowing largely from one passed in Michigan, that tied growth in state revenue to growth in personal income for residents of Missouri.

You can read more about the history of the Hancock amendment on the Missouri secretary of state's website.

Despite little support from officials and institutions in the state, and challenges by critics who complained it was poorly worded, the amendment won 55 percent of the vote in November 1980 and became part of the Missouri Constitution.

The amendment includes a mathematical formula that limits annual Missouri tax revenue to no more than 5.6395 percent of the total personal income of its residents. If the state exceeds the limit, it must refund the money, as it did several times in the last half of the 1990s -- totaling nearly $1 billion -- when the economy was going strong.

It also prevents the state from imposing on local governments any new responsibilities without providing the money needed to carry them out, and it bars local governments from levying or increasing any taxes without voter approval.

As soon as the amendment took effect, it was subject to court challenges and to efforts by lawmakers to devise ways around its restrictions. So long as personal income grew, the Hancock lid rose as well, so the state budget was able to increase. The Missouri Supreme Court ruled that taxes approved after the amendment passed in 1980 were not subject to the lid; neither were ones passed by a vote of the people. So those rulings gave state officials a little more wiggle room.

But it was not enough to contain the anger felt by Hancock -- then in Congress -- and his supporters in 1993, when Gov. Mel Carnahan led a drive shortly after he took office to raise money for education by pushing through a $310 million tax increase -- the largest in state history. It kept the state below the limit, but Hancock felt it violated the spirit of his amendment, so he proposed a second one, usually dubbed Hancock II.

The new limitation effort would have expanded the revenue lid to cover far more than the original amendment did -- restoring, in Hancock's view, what he had intended to do with his first proposal but what had been subverted by lawmakers and the courts ever since.

A broad coalition of politicians and civic organizations banded together to block Hancock II, painting a dire, almost apocalyptic vision of what would happen to Missouri's budget and the services the state provides if the new amendment were to pass. Their arguments prevailed; Hancock II was drubbed at the polls in November 1994, winning less than 32 percent of the vote.

But though his amendment lost, the spirit of Hancock's goal to limit Missouri revenue has lived on. In the wake of the tax increase for schools and the loss for Hancock II, Carnahan and the Missouri Farm Bureau proposed and won passage of another amendment, one that limits tax increases without voter approval.

At the time that amendment passed, in April 1996, it required a popular vote for any tax hike above $50 million; since then, using the formula in the amendment, that threshold has nearly doubled.

So together, the two Mels -- Hancock and Carnahan -- helped put into place limits on how much tax revenue Missouri could raise. Ever since then, resistance to increasing taxes has grown as well, to the point that few in Jefferson City are willing to embrace or even discuss such a notion.

Sign of the times

How much opposition is there in the General Assembly to tax hikes today? A sign posted outside the office of House Budget Committee Chairman Ryan Silvey, R-Kansas City, at the start of the current legislative session gives a pretty good idea.e

"Welcome to the House Budget Office!" it proclaims cheerily.

"Please ask yourself the following:

"1. Am I here to ask the chairman for more money than last year? (If yes, proceed to question 2)

"2. Have you lost your mind?"

How wacky is the notion that the state needs more money? Tax collections have ticked upward this year, compared with last year, but Missouri remains in a budget hole, even after hundreds of millions of dollars in budget cuts since the economy went off the cliff in 2008. Since the state must have a balanced budget every year, reductions in state workers and services were inevitable.

The Great Recession was a major cause of the state's bad financial shape, of course. But the impact could have been less if lawmakers, seeing how Hancock refunds were triggered by over-the-limit tax collections in the late 1990s, had not responded to what proved to be a temporary situation with a permanent solution -- tax cuts.

"We kind of burned the candle at both ends," says Jim Moody, a former state budget director whose negative analysis of the Hancock II amendment played a big role in its defeat.

"We had tax credits and tax cuts at the same time, so we went from dramatically over the limit to where we are dramatically under it now. In retrospect, with regard to tax cuts, we should have just kept refunding. I think there was a lack of understanding of the tax structure, and people voting to cut taxes didn't realize all the dynamics that were happening. In fact, the tech and dot-com bubble was just that -- a bubble."

Steve Ehlmann, a Republican legislative leader in the 1990s who went on to become a judge and is now St. Charles County executive, said some of the cuts were made so that money went not to people who paid the most taxes, as the refund process required, but went to what he called "people at the middle of the spectrum."

"I've heard that we didn't have to cut as much as we did, and I'll take credit for cutting more than we had to," he said. "Republicans in the Senate, and I was their leader, wanted to cut more than the governor did. We ended up in the middle. Some people said we shouldn't do more than what the governor wanted, that one day we would want that money back. We were interested in downsizing government."

Still, Ehlmann said, the legislative approach pleased both sides of the aisle.

"We were getting more money because people in the private sector were making more money. People of both parties were happy. Conservatives could say we didn't raise your taxes, and liberals could say we have more money, how do you want to spend it? It was an easy time to be in the legislature."

Tough times

Those easy days are long gone. Missouri is so far under the revenue limit of the Hancock amendment that many people call its ceiling irrelevant.

"At a practical level," says Ed Robb, a longtime professor at the University of Missouri-Columbia who later served in the legislature and is now presiding commissioner of Boone County, "the Hancock amendment is a point in history. It can't have any influence in the future."

To some people, that situation is reason enough to consider repealing it, as part of an in-depth analysis and restructuring of the state's tax system as a whole. But any thoughts that Hancock could be repealed are met with skepticism.

Ehlmann sees no reason the amendment should disappear.

"I'm not in favor of doing anything to Hancock," he said. "It's not keeping us from raising taxes now, if a majority up there wants to. I don't think they want to, and I don't think the people want them to."

"In the current political environment in Jefferson City," adds Robert Cropf, head of the department of public policy studies at Saint Louis University, "I don't think it would go.

"The Republican Party has driven itself into a corner in the last 30 years, in Missouri and nationally. It has become the party of low taxes, on the way to no taxes. Obviously, there is going to have to be some limit. You can't have no taxes. But if you ask conservatives, they might say that in a perfect world, there would be no taxes."

Still, says Tom Kruckemeyer, chief economist for the Missouri Budget Project who spent most of his career working for the state on budget issues, tough times remain.

"As money from the federal stimulus dissipates," he says, "the state has major budget challenges as far as the eye can see, even if revenue picks up, as it has. The desire to keep cutting taxes and erode the tax base is going to make it difficult."

Given that climate, many see the anti-tax, anti-government stance that has characterized the recent strident debate in many state capitals as a more intense, 21st-century version of what Mel Hancock sparked 30 years ago.

"To a certain extent," says Moody, "I would characterize Congressman Hancock as maybe one of the original tea party guys. He was a populist with a populist message, and it obviously resonated enough with the voters to pass the limitation. But I think the state as a whole is more conservative now than it was at that time."

Has Hancock worked? Has Missouri benefited from the revenue limits it imposed? Ehlmann says it depends on how you look at things.

"Is the glass half-full or half-empty?" he asked. "Compared to Texas, it hasn't worked. Compared to Michigan, it has. We've not had the growth of Dallas-Fort Worth, but we're much better off than Detroit or Cleveland or Buffalo."

And whenever you read about protests at state capitals where lawmakers are trying to get a handle on runaway budgets -- and budget deficits -- Mel Hancock wants you to remember what he helped start more than 30 years ago.

"I'm glad that we have a system of government that allows an individual like me to do what we ended up doing," he says. I wish we could have made it a little bit stronger, but if we had made it stronger I think the Missouri Supreme Court would have declared it unconstitutional.

"Today, I don't think there's quite as much resistance and concern as in 1980. I think we were a little premature; we were a little ahead of what was happening. I think that when anybody takes a look at what we attempted to do in 1980 in Missouri and what's happened in all the other states, there are lot of people in other states that would like to have something like the so-called Hancock amendment."

Next: Has the Hancock amendment really given power to the people?
Bill to reform doctor discipline faces uncertain chances 

BY JEREMY KOHLER STLtoday.com | Posted: Saturday, April 9, 2011 12:11 am

Proposals to reform Missouri's lax system on disciplining of doctors have advanced out of committee, and bills are ready for debate before the full House and Senate, but the future of any legislation remains clouded.

Representatives in the House said they were confident their bill had enough support to gain full House approval. It was less clear how quickly a bill would advance in the Senate.

Either bill would give consumers more information about their doctors, and empower the Board of Registration for the Healing Arts to take action against dangerous doctors.

A Post-Dispatch investigation last year found Missouri's policing of doctors to be among the nation's weakest and least transparent.

Reporters found that doctors who provide substandard care often continue to practice without public action by regulators. Regulators increasingly rely on nonpublic "letters of concern" to doctors, which are not considered discipline. Their use has grown from 20 letters a year in 1986 to 910 in 2006.

Missouri is also the only state in the nation whose medical board can't collect fines or recoup investigative costs from doctors.

The stories prompted several lawmakers and regulators to push for laws that would result in a tougher and more transparent board.

Both the House and Senate versions called for letting the board issue fines of up to $25,000 against physicians. But that provision was stripped from the House version.

House health committee chairwoman Rep. Ellen Brandom, R-Sikeston, said doctors and hospitals lobbied to have that provision struck from the bill because they were concerned the board would issue fines instead of other penalties.

The bill could be changed once it reaches the House floor, and Rep. Steve Webb, D-Florissant, said he planned to try to put the fines back in the bill.

Although the Senate bill is ready to be called for debate on the floor, President Pro Tem Robert Mayer has not placed it on the Senate calendar.

Legislative leaders have broad discretion on which bills to bring to the floor for debate, and which to leave in limbo. Mayer, R-Dexter, did not respond to a reporter's request for comment.

The Senate bill's sponsor, Sen. Kevin Engler, R-Farmington, said the Senate might end up debating the House version of the bill.

House health committee member Michele Kratky, D-St. Louis, said she would be disappointed if the bill doesn't come to a vote in the Senate.

"We did a pretty good job that I think would protect patients," Kratky said. "I just have to hope that (Mayer) will push for it and hopefully people will call his office and push for it."

Brandom said the best part of the remaining bill is the transparency clause that allows a patient to learn more about their doctors — such as where they went to medical school. The healing arts board now only releases information on a doctor's discipline status, license start and expiration date and address.

"In this day and age it seems crazy that you can't look up a doctor's records and learn more about him, and I think that's very important for patients," Brandom said.

Federal cuts won't affect Missouri meth lab cleanups

Sunday, April 10, 2011
By Scott Welton ~ Standard Democrat

SIKESTON, Mo. -- With federal funds for meth lab cleanups drying up, law enforcement agencies in many states may scale back their hunts for the labs -- but not Missouri. 

The Drug Enforcement Administration announced last month that congressional funding for its Community Oriented Policing Services Methamphetamine Program is exhausted with renewed funding unlikely in the next few years. 

The COPS program provided $19.2 million for meth lab cleanups this fiscal year. 

In states that rely on the COPS program, such as Tennessee, Alabama, Michigan, Mississippi and Arkansas, agencies contact the DEA after a lab bust. The DEA then brings in a hazardous materials contractor, often from out of state, to clean up the toxic mess. Cleanup costs average about $2,000 per lab and can run as high as $10,000. 

Initially Missouri agencies did this as well, said Kevin Glaser, SEMO Drug Task Force supervisor. 

"But it wasn't feasible," Glaser said. "We were waiting five to six hours for them to show up and were charged exorbitant fees." 

The waste and debris from meth labs can't be disposed of in regular landfills. Accordingly, Missouri and a few other states had the foresight to set up their own disposal systems. 

"We've been dealing with the meth lab problem since about 1995," Glaser said. "We implemented a program a number of years ago where we established bunker sites. We have three of them in our area. They are at Poplar Bluff, Jackson and Kennett." 

The bunkers are typically maintained by a local police or fire department, according to Glaser. 

"It's a storage container. When we go out and process a lab, we package the hazardous material, the contaminants that are left over from a meth lab, and they are transported back to these hazardous material storage bunkers," Glaser said. "Once they get there, the chemicals are generally neutralized." 

The materials are then stored for a brief period of time until the Missouri Department of Natural Resources comes and cleans out the bunker and takes the materials to further process them, Glaser said. 

This self-sufficiency means Missouri "won't be impacted by the cleanup aspect as a lot of other states will be," Glaser said. 

And handling cleanups in-house instead of paying a contractor brings the cost down significantly. 

"I think our average cost on a lab cleanup is $300 to $500," Glaser said. "The labs we have in Missouri are not huge -- there are a lot of them, but they are small in size. To get a private contractor to come in and get that same 2-liter bottle, they're going to charge $1,200 to $1,500." 

Missouri's solution for dealing with meth lab cleanups seems to be working well for local agencies. 

Some participate in regional task forces and call in those specially-trained units for cleanups. 

"If my officers find a meth lab, they secure it and immediately call the Drug Task Force," said Terry Stevens, New Madrid County Sheriff. "They make sure the area is safe -- if it is a residence, clear the residence and get the officers out of the residence until the Drug Task Force can arrive on the scene." 

Stevens, who serves on the board of directors for the SEMO Drug Task Force, said area agencies such as his department each assign officers to the Task Force. 

"The officers involved in processing labs are provided with specialized training," Glaser said. "You need to have the proper safety equipment to process labs as well as the training." 

Some local agencies are able to handle many of the meth labs on their own, however, thanks to the bunkers. 

"Most of the time, we're going to have a small toxic area we are dealing with," said Sgt. Jim McMillen, public information officer for the Sikeston Department of Public Safety. "We have officers here that are certified through the DEA to clean up these meth labs. Whenever we find a meth lab, we'll send one of these certified technicians out to deal with it." 

McMillen said DPS has about a half-dozen officers certified for meth lab cleanups that know how to handle, package, transport and dispose of what cannot be kept as evidence. 

"They will break it down and take the hazardous materials away and collect evidence they need to take," he said. 

McMillen said DPS sends its hazardous materials from meth labs to the DNR bunker in Jackson. 

"I've always kind of wondered why the other states haven't gone the route we went because it's worked for us," Glaser said. "We've had really good success with our system." 

For those states who still rely on the DEA and contractors, the funding cut will place a "a tremendous burden" on the local agencies, he said. 

"These labs are going to be found -- they show up in hotel rooms, they show up in national forests, they show up in state parks, a lot of them are located in vehicles," Glaser said. "Something has to be done with those hazardous chemicals." 

Some information for this article was provided by the Associated Press. 

MO Drug Courts Reduce Repeat Offenders

KQ2-TV   Reported by: Lourin Sprenger

A major milestone for Missouri courts Thursday, announcing more than 10,000 users have graduated from the state's drug court program. 
Buchanan County helped pioneer the program in the early 90's.    It's designed to keep non-violent offenders out of prison by sending them through an intensive rehab program instead.

Buchanan County judges say it's a great way to lower the number of repeat offenders, and with strict guidelines in place, it's hard to cheat the system.

125 Buchanan county residents are currently in the program. 
A recent university study shows Missouri will save more than $7,800 per offender per year by using treatment courts rather than incarceration.
Police enforce law on adult shows

Charges in hands of prosecutor

Kristin Hoppa St. Joseph News-Press 
POSTED: 9:14 pm CDT April 8, 2011
The St. Joseph Police Department submitted paperwork to the prosecutor Friday regarding potential charges against a local sports bar and manager after officers shut down a Chippendales performance Wednesday. 

Sgt. Larry Stobbs said Legends Sports Bar, located at 210 N. Belt Highway, advertised the adult entertainment show Wednesday night as officers investigated the business for compliance with liquor laws. 

As officers entered the bar around 10 p.m., they noticed what they said were multiple violations regarding the entertainment and liquor sales, and arrested Alan Van Zandt, the bar’s on-duty manager. 

“When we walked in, there was a rather large sign stuck on the wall about the Chippendales dancers being there,” Mr. Stobbs said. “As of Aug. 28 (2010), that’s a no-no anymore at a licensed liquor establishment.” 

Mr. Van Zandt, also a part-time weatherman at KQTV, was arrested for a violation of Missouri’s adult entertainment standards and later released on recognizance. 

Officers issued summonses for four other semi-nude male dancers for not having adult entertainers’ licenses, and one male performer was issued a summons for having no business license. 

“(Performers) really shouldn’t have been there in the first place ... but this isn’t the first time we’ve run across this,” Mr. Stobbs said. “It is now up to the prosecutor if any charges will be filed in this case.” 

Bartenders served alcoholic beverages during the performance, another violation of Missouri’s adult entertainment requirements, police said. Mr. Stobbs said any business could fall into the category of a “sexually-oriented business” and face violations if genitals or backsides are exposed to audience members. 

Possible charges could include a misdemeanor and fines for Mr. Van Zandt and Legends Sports Bar owners. 

Last year, misdemeanor charges were filed against two Blondie’s employees. The two defendants were fined $4,400 following a Sept. 13 police raid at the adult establishment Downtown.

No date set for election to fill Faith's House seat 

By Russell Korando STLtoday.com | Posted: Friday, April 8, 2011 12:09 pm

By the time Sally Faith is sworn in April 19 as the next mayor of St. Charles, she will have resigned from her 15th District seat in the Missouri House of Representatives.

How long that seat remains vacant is up to Gov. Jay Nixon. State law gives the governor full discretion as to when to schedule special elections. One of the few restrictions Nixon faces is meeting a minimum time frame between when he calls for the special election and when it takes place, according to Scott Holste, Nixon's press secretary.

In an email, Holste said no dates had been selected for special elections to fill new vacancies, but that Nixon would take into consideration the cost and whether there are any upcoming elections within the districts that need one. No other elections are scheduled in St. Charles County this year.

A special election also will be needed in the 83rd District, where state Rep. Jake Zimmerman, a Democrat, will leave his third term early after winning election Tuesday as St. Louis County assessor. Faith, a Republican, was term limited after winning her fourth two-year term in November. Both terms will expire at the end of 2012.

A special election in the 15th District, which includes part of St. Charles and part of unincorporated St. Charles County, could cost as much as $100,000, said Rich Chrismer, county director of elections. Chrismer said the county would have to pay for a special election if it occurs in an even-numbered year, unless it's on the same day as a presidential primary. If the governor schedules a special election for this year, the state would pay.

"Since the state's broke, I'm not anticipating that," Chrismer said.

The current legislative session will end in mid-May. Under state law, the next available election date is June 7, but the timing makes that unlikely for an election to replace Faith. That would leave Aug. 2 and Nov. 8 as the only other possible dates for a special election this year. In 2012, the earliest an election could occur is Feb. 7, about a month after the Legislature convenes its next regular session.

Political parties would select nominees to run in a special election to fill a legislative vacancy.

Former state rep Hubbard now a lobbyist

BY JAKE WAGMAN • STLtoday.com | Posted: Friday, April 8, 2011 11:38 am
ST. LOUIS -- Former state representative Rodney Hubbard is taking a well-worn path back to Jefferson City.

The St. Louis Democrat, who left office in 2008 after a failed Senate bid, has joined the ranks of ex-lawmakers now lobbying their erstwhile colleagues.

Hubbard on Thursday submitted paperwork with the Ethics Commission to kickstart his lobbying career, indicating he will seek to influence the General Assembly, the executive branch and local government officials.

Just a day into the job, Hubbard already has an eclectic list of clients, including the Missouri Automobile Dealers Association; Boycom Inc., a cable company in southeast Missouri; and the Most Worshipful Prince Hall Grand Lodge of Missouri, a Masonic organization.

Hubbard was last in the news in December, when the Ethics Commission slapped he and his former campaign treasurer with a $322,000 fine, the largest from the commission in recent memory.
Hubbard's campaign was accused of failing to properly record transactions, including cash withdrawals from two Las Vegas casinos.

While Hubbard still has friends on both sides of the aisle, he can boast of a legislative connection that few lobbyist have: His mother, Penny Hubbard,  now holds his old House seat.

Wentzville gets $20.6 million federal/state loan to improve sewage treatment

BY MARK SCHLINKMANN • STLtoday.com | Posted: Friday, April 8, 2011 4:44 pm | 1 Comment 

WENTZVILLE • Fast-growing Wentzville has won a $20.6 million low-interest federal/state loan to expand and improve its sewage treatment plant.

Gov. Jay Nixon also announced that the city will get a grant of nearly $750,000 to reduce storm water pollution to the Dry Branch watershed.

Nixon and Sara Parker Pauley, state natural resources director, made the announcement at an event Friday with local officials at the city's Water Reclamation Center.

Nixon said the projects would lay the groundwork for future growth in Wentzville.

"This is one of the most rapidly growing parts of Missouri, and we need to ensure that we have the sufficient infrastructure to support that growth," the governor said.

A news release from Nixon's office said about 100 workers would be involved in the construction work, expected to be done by the end of next year.

The low interest rate of 1.66 percent on the loan will save the city about $10 million in interest.

Scott Holste, a Nixon spokesman, said the loan is funded mainly by the federal government but there also is state money involved. The program is administered by the state.

He said the wastewater treatment loan fund was established decades ago and is not connected to the federal economic stimulus program. 

The storm water-related grant, part of which is federal money, also has nothing to do with the stimulus program.

State Treasurer Clint Zweifel Announces Loan at Anderson Engineering
Written by Chasity Mayes  

Owning your own company can be risky business, especially in a struggling economy. But new loan opportunities in Missouri are giving some already thriving companies the chance to stay ahead of the game. KSMU’s Chasity Mayes reports.

Even if you haven’t heard of Anderson Engineering, chances are good that you’ve seen their work. The engineering company is responsible for several significant builds in Springfield including the Broadway Baptist Church, the O’Reilly Family Event Center, and MoDOT’s management center. But even with multiple projects under its belt, the employee owned company needed a business loan.

“It was our relationship with Commerce Bank. We were needing a loan and they basically got us the information and we were able to go from there.”

That’s Neil Brady, the president of Anderson Engineering. He says Missouri’s Linked Deposit Program, which is managed by State Treasurer Clint Zweifel, is making all the difference when it comes to getting a small business loan in a less than stable economy.

“Everything we do engineering wise is done on CAD which is Computer Aided Drafting Design. So, its basically enabled us to keep our software current and able to compete with the other firms in the area. That’s basically what it’s doing. It’s allowing us to keep doing what we’re doing,” says Brady.

The loan was made in partnership with Commerce Bank, which is lending money through the program.The loan is for 38,000 dollars which will go toward purchasing new equipment.

State Treasurer Clint Zweifel says small business loans, like this one, are just the beginning. Missouri’s Linked Deposit Program has streamlined qualifications that make it easy for almost any small business to get a low interest loan.

“If you have less than 100 employees, if you’re creating or you’re retaining jobs, if you’re a local government, if you’re deploying green technology, or if you’re any farm in this state then you qualify,” says Zweifel.

The loan received by Anderson Engineering will save the company 3,500 dollars in interest costs. Zweifel says the low interest loans will save many businesses on interest.

“The interest is a market rate that we then are able to reduce by about 25 percent. So, often these loans then will save that borrower about 25 or 30 percent off the cost of their capital depending on what the interest rate is at that point and time. But it’s a market based program so we don’t set an interest rate, the state doesn’t take credit risks, we really serve as a partner to help just provide low interest financing for those businesses,” says Zweifel.

More than 570 million dollars in loans have been approved statewide impacting nearly 7,200 jobs and 2,100 farmers since January 2009, according to Zweifel’s office. Of the 570 million dollars loaned, southwest Missouri has received 60 million impacting hundreds of jobs.

Zweifel says applying for a loan is as simple as stopping in at one of several participating banks, which are listed on the treasurer’s website: www.treasurer.mo.gov.

For KSMU News, I’m Chasity Mayes. 

River study results revealed

Corps wants

Marshall White St. Joseph News-Press 
POSTED: 11:30 pm CDT April 8, 2011
NEBRASKA CITY, Neb. — Two years and the expenditure of about $25 million will give taxpayers a hefty preliminary report — but with no solutions — on how Missouri River water should be used. 

A dozen people turned out last week in Nebraska City to hear what the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers had to say. Congress directed the corps to conduct a Missouri River authorized purposes study. From May through September last year, the corps hosted 31 public meetings and an additional 11 tribal-focused meetings throughout the Missouri River basin and at key locations along the Mississippi River. More than 1,200 comments were received from individuals and groups. 

“I thought it was a good response that shows the level of concern across the basin,” said Lamar McKissack, a co-project manager for the ongoing study. “It indicates a lot of concern throughout the basin.” 

The eight purposes for which the corps has managed the Missouri River since 1944 are flood control, navigation, irrigation, water quality, water supply, hydropower, recreation and fish and wildlife. 

After listening for about a year, the corps concluded that some of the public concerns are: environmental effects, economic impacts, social/cultural/organizational impacts, the reliability and availability of water, legal and regulatory issues and water rights, sedimentation and erosion, energy production and distribution, ecosystem restoration, recreational use and access, and contamination. 

Based on all this preliminary study, the corps concluded that it needs to do a second study to determine if changes to the existing purposes and existing federal water resource infrastructure may be warranted. 

The corps has a lot of information it can use, but really hasn’t taken a fresh look at how everything impacts the river in 60 years, Mr. McKissack said. 

The Omaha and Kansas City Corps of Engineer districts worked together to produce the preliminary report. The corps will close the comment period on April 30 and plans to have a final report ready by the end of July. The corps won’t move forward on a continuing study unless Congress agrees to fund the project. 

To view the extensive report, go to www.mraps.org.

Tobacco-Free St. Louis Faces IRS Complaint Over Lobbying, Campaign Contribution

RIVERFRONT TIMES  By Sarah Fenske, Fri., Apr. 8 2011 @ 12:30PM 

O'Fallon Councilman Jim Pepper has followed through on his threat to complain to the IRS about the political work of Tobacco-Free St. Louis.

Pepper yesterday filed a complaint with the IRS, charging that the non-profit organization, organized as a 501(c)3, is both engaged in excessive lobbying and involved with a political campaign. 501(c)3 organizations are only permitted to do an insubstantial amount of lobbying -- a maximum of twenty percent of annual expenditures for small non-profits like Tobacco-Free St. Louis -- or risk losing their non-profit status.

As Daily RFT first reported March 8, Tobacco-Free St. Louis recently received a county contract (paid for by federal stimulus dollars, natch!) worth $545,000. The group was charged with "developing and implementing an education and advocacy plan to educate St. Louis County Council members about the need to remove exemptions from St. Louis County's current smoke-free ordinance."

That sounded an awful lot like lobbying to us. But the group's director, Pat Lindsey, has insisted to us that's not the case. The exemptions to the county smoking ban are on the way out anyway, she told us -- her group hasn't lobbied, and no lobbying be needed.

You can read her remarks in this blog post.

Pepper saw our article; he told Daily RFT he was also concerned because the group donated money to the campaign to enact a strict smoking ban in O'Fallon. Voters approved that ban on Tuesday, although Pepper has vowed to do whatever he can on the council to weaken it, water it down or otherwise castrate it.

We'll have more on this story as it develops, so stay tuned.

Breyer out, Donahue in at Truman fundraiser 

KANSAS CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Supreme Court Justice Stephen Breyer has canceled his planned appearance at a Truman Library fundraiser later this month in Kansas City.
The Truman Library Institute said Friday that "unforeseen circumstances" had forced Breyer to back out of the April 28 event.

The Institute said talk-show pioneer Phil Donahue would take Breyer's place.

The annual dinner raises money for educational programming at the Truman Library in nearby Independence.

EDITORIALS … & Letters to the Editor
Hammer time: Judge right to toss ethics law over one-topic violation

By the Editorial Board STLtoday.com | Posted: Sunday, April 10, 2011 9:15 pm

A Cole County Circuit Court judge recently brought the hammer down on a new ethics law passed by Missouri lawmakers last session.

In declaring the law unconstitutional, Judge Daniel Green invoked the state’s “Hammerschmidt” rule against bills containing more than one topic. Named for a 1994 Missouri Supreme Court case, the Hammerschmidt rule is an important one that is frequently ignored, both by lawmakers and the court.

So, while the ethics law had some quality provisions, including one that limited political money laundering, it’s appropriate that it got tossed out.

All too often, in Missouri and in Congress, lawmakers refuse to deal with issues in a straightforward way that voters can understand. Instead, to either force political opponents to take uncomfortable votes or to secure yes votes by adding “sweeteners,” our legislative bodies pass bills loaded up like Christmas trees with unrelated provisions.

The debate over the federal budget, where Republicans tried to inject social issues into a discussion about spending, is a perfect example. So, too, was the debate over the Affordable Care Act. When bills become so large and contain deals like the “Cornhusker compromise” for the sole purpose of gaining one or two votes, they become much less effective.

In Missouri, such laws are unconstitutional, at least as long as judges are willing to enforce the Hammerschmidt ruling. In that case, the Missouri high court recognized that single-topic bills “can be better grasped and more intelligently discussed.”

During last year’s debate over the ethics law, the House made a mockery of the legislative process by attaching numerous provisions completely unrelated to ethics — from anti-union measures to voter identification — just to force Democrats to vote against the bill.

The final version was much better, but it still was ultimately an ethics bill attached to a piece of legislation about state purchasing.

The Legislature can and should do better. Lawmakers of both parties, in Missouri and in Congress, have been guilty of the practice of legislative logrolling. In the Missouri Legislature, the practice is especially problematic in the session’s final days when lawmakers are asked to make quick decisions on 200-page bills dealing with multiple subjects.

That’s how mistakes happen. That appears to be the case in a provision in the ethics law that inadvertently banned certain types of banks in Missouri from making political contributions. One of those banks filed the lawsuit that led to the law being overturned.

Sometimes, though, the mistakes in bills with multiple subjects are intentional. That was the case in 2007 when former Sen. John Loudon, R-Ballwin, slipped a provision changing midwifery laws into a health insurance bill.

That same year, former Speaker of the House Rod Jetton, R-Marble Hill, was involved in creating the “village law” that sought to help one of his campaign donors bypass zoning laws. He had slipped it into a 400-page local government bill.

Intentional or not, mistakes are more likely to happen when lawmakers play games with Hammerschmidt. It’s harder to pass laws when politicians have to take individual votes that can’t be explained away because of support for or opposition to unrelated subjects.

Passing laws shouldn’t be easy. Respecting the Hammerschmidt decision might slow the process down. It could lead to fewer laws. That’s not a bad thing.

Our Opinion: Missouri posts advance in e-government

By News Tribune
Sunday, April 10, 2011

Access e-government via the state’s website and, ironically enough, up pops the latest about e-government. 

Missouri has cracked the Top 10 in the rankings of best states in the nation in providing e-government services online, according to Mo.gov, the Official Missouri State Website. Our state is ranked 10th in a new survey by the Ewing Marion Kauffman Foundation and The Information Technology & Innovation Foundation, both listed as nonpartisan foundations. 

The 2010 New State Economy Index report, released this month, listed Missouri among the five most-improved states in the area of e-government. In the 2007 survey, Missouri ranked 32nd. 

A news release from the Office of Administration contained the obligatory pats on Gov. Jay Nixon’s back for his “leadership” and “call for greater transparency in state government.” 

Fair enough, but we’re more impressed by the useful, practical applications the site offers for Missourians. Online services provide instructions, links and forms to: file an unemployment claim; obtain tax information; secure a job; locate a polling place; renew a driver’s license or register a vehicle; and more. Missourians even may register their gardens for a chance to win prizes in the 10,000 Garden Challenge. 

Missouri is advancing not only in e-government services, but in extending those services to more Missourians. Last fall, the state helped secure more than $261 million for 19 projects to bring broadband access to underserved areas of the state. 

Missouri’s leap from 32nd to 10th in e-government rankings is commendable. In embracing technology, the state provides added convenience for Missourians to access services, while saving both time and money.

Our view: Tuition increase should be considered to avoid excess fees

THE TRUMAN INDEX

Published: Wednesday, April 6, 2011

Updated: Thursday, April 7, 2011 13:04

Editor's note: It should be clarified that the green fee is a student initiated fee, meaning students are proposing it to the student body. Therefore it is not the University that is proposing this fee. Ultimately the student body would have to vote on this fee in order for it to pass. We still stand in our argument that instead of fees being piled up, why not ask the University as a student body to just raise tuition? 
One fee, two fee, blue fee, Green fee. Someone is always talking about adding a new fee and it is frustrating to say the least.

The latest addition to the collection of fees is the proposed Green Initiative Fund. This is a student-appropriated fee, which will, if approved sometime next year, provide funding to sustainability projects on campus (see story, page 3). Although the cost of this fee will be low — anywhere from $2 to $10 — the fact of the matter is we are paying a handful of excess fees outside the cost of tuition, and it misrepresents Truman's "affordability."

Instead of adding fee upon fee, just raise tuition — already. We currently are one of the cheapest universities in the state, and most other schools are raising their rates. That way, instead of paying tuition plus a $52 health fee, a $100 athletic fee, an $82 activities fee and a green fee, we could write one big check to the University and call it a day.

We respect the fact that the University is trying to keep tuition low, but other students trying to tack on extra fees to advance the University's sustainability is just a roundabout way to help solve the budget problems. Raising tuition might upset students for a couple of months when the semester starts, but continually adding fees throughout the year will be worse, leaving some in the student body frequently at odds with the decisions of a few students and Student Senate. No one is expecting tuition to stay the same — being real about the cost of Truman would be better than burying students with hidden fees.   

We agree that this green fee could fund beneficial and necessary projects on campus. However, it seems to be a way to charge students more for the things the University should be doing anyway. Solar-powered energy, better recycling projects and energy efficient residence halls are more than luxuries — They ensure the sustainability of the University for future generations. The finances for these advancements should not be placed solely on the student body. This isn't like the activities fee that brings entertainment to campus solely for the benefit of the students. Society is headed down a green road, and whether Truman likes it or not, it needs to pay the price to keep up with the times.

What's more puzzling about these fees is when students have a say in them. Some fees are added automatically to our bill, like the health fee. With others, we have more input. The athletic fee and the activities fee come up for review every three years, and if a change is made, the fee comes up for a vote. What will happen with this green fee? If given the option to pay extra to increase Truman's sustainability, something the University already should be doing, most students probably will opt out. Even though the administration isn't "proposing" this fee, moving toward more green energy is something that should be happening already, without help from $2 a student.

We admit having the fees broken down, apart from the cost of tuition, allows students to see exactly where their money is going. However, for a broke college student, seeing a few hundred extra dollars outside of the approximately $6,500 cost of in-state tuition is more than overwhelming. If tuition was raised enough to incorporate all the added fees, your Truman bill would contain one scary number instead of five.

Fees do a lot to help make students happier and healthier at Truman — we aren't denying that. They provide us with entertainment, improved athletic facilities and maybe a more eco-friendly campus one day. However, we give this University enough money. Instead of students making our education more expensive, just ask that the University raise tuition so we can have one financial heart attack each year and move on with our lives.  

Vote on earnings tax an important reminder

STUDENT LIFE – the independent newspaper of Washington University  April 11, 2011 | Staff Editorial 

Tuesday’s referendum determined whether or not St. Louis would keep its 1 percent earnings tax, which accounts for approximately one-third of the city’s operating budget. Even though the referendum didn’t pass and St. Louis kept the tax, the potential repercussions of its failure were frightening.

Washington University students have a lot on their minds, especially during finals season. Voting may seem like just another distraction from studying or extracurricular commitments. However, as Tuesday’s referendum showed, important issues can come up without students knowing about it. We urge students to pay more attention to local issues, because important things can happen when we aren’t looking.

If the referendum had gone through, St. Louis would have had no immediate way of regaining the lost funds and the city would have been forced to cut funding for essential services, including firefighters, police and public transportation. As Washington University students, we take advantage of these services on a daily basis. The threat of their removal should have resulted in greater awareness on campus.

It is true that many students could not vote in this referendum, but we see the turnout as symptomatic of a larger problem in local awareness. It goes beyond the Washington University bubble—there is a difference between not leaving campus and simply being aware of potential harms to your residence. Even the political groups on campus were not involved—neither the College Republicans nor the College Democrats did anything to publicize the vote, a job that is directly within their purview. In the national election this November, which included a number of important local issues on the ballot (including the referendum that called for last Tuesday’s vote), only 400 people voted on the South 40.

It doesn’t require too much information to stay involved, at least in local issues. We should start to recognize the fact that we live in St. Louis and that this city is our home for four years. To be good citizens, we must stay actively engaged in local issues. We do not believe that you have to keep in touch with absolutely everything in St. Louis, but for something as important as the budget referendum, it is important to stay involved.

We encourage students to start reading the local news every once in a while. Take a few minutes to read the St. Louis Post-Dispatch over your morning coffee to get a feel for local issues. That ballot on the earnings tax is going to return every five years and while most of us will not be here anymore, future students might have to deal with the consequences that we do not. We should change the lack of awareness, if only to serve as an example for those who come after us.

As St. Louis residents, we cannot simply pretend that the Washington University bubble actually keeps us protected from the outside world. Remaining ignorant of important local issues does not serve any purpose except to perpetuate the myth that Washington University students are insular and do not care about the city outside. We should be more engaged and active citizens, at least in the local sphere, because that is what directly affects us and that is what will make a difference in our lives while we are here.

April 8, 2011 

Our view: Compromise is critical 

The Joplin Globe Fri Apr 08, 2011, 08:27 AM CDT 

— Amid financial meltdowns, conflicting reports about our economy’s health and an impending shutdown of the federal government, it strikes us how quickly the spirit of compromise has been forgotten.
We understand that politicians don’t like to do it, because they can’t campaign on it. Politicians love to hang their hat on victories, and compromises sure don’t feel like wins.
But it’s important, especially for the new wave of deficit-minded budget trimmers: Compromise is an integral part of the process. And we see quite a few issues in need of it. Two in particular:
• At the end of today, we’ll know whether the federal government is shutting down. The bone of contention is how much gets cut. Whether it’s $40 billion, $61 billion or whatever number gets brought up in the final hours, the actual cut is just a drop in the bucket of the actual deficit.
The members of our editorial board want to see a reduction in governmental spending as well. But do so in a reasonable way: Trim programs that truly need trimming.
• We criticized Sen. Jim Lembke, R-Lemay, and three others on Sunday for filibustering a bill that would direct $105 million of federal stimulus money to the unemployed. The bill was approved 123-14 in the Republican-controlled House and had the approval from Democratic Gov. Jay Nixon.
Later this week, Lembke said he would end the filibuster if Nixon agreed to eliminate $300 million in other federal stimulus spending. But late Thursday, an agreement was reached to cut eligibility for state-funded jobless benefits from 26 weeks to 20, and Senate President Pro Tem Rob Mayer pledged to help identify $250 million in other federal stimulus funds to cut.
To the senators behind the filibuster, we would remind them that compromise starts by walking a few steps toward the other side, not away.
We would argue that, in a political landscape so dominated by extremes that the moderates have all the control, any politician who adopts a hard-line stance on a particular issue could lose voters’ confidence quickly.
Anything worth doing is worth doing right. Americans, and especially Missourians, have no patience for political posturing. Compromise is part of the job — get to it and get back to work.

Posted on Fri, Apr. 08, 2011 

The Star’s editorial | Capitol Watch: A bum deal and some actual good news

Let’s not make a deal

Here’s the Missouri Senate’s idea of a compromise: Kill projects that create jobs, and penalize people who will lose jobs in the future, all in order to accept federal money to help the long-term unemployed. 

“I won. I won,” crowed Republican Sen. Jim Lembke of St. Louis County after the Senate gave preliminary approval to the flawed deal its leaders cut to end the filibuster Lembke had joined with Will Kraus of Lee’s Summit, Rob Schaaf of St. Joseph and Brian Neives of Washington.

Actually, the winners would be other states, which would receive the $250 million that Lembke and company want to return to Washington. In Missouri, it would be earmarked for projects such as energy-efficiency home updates, worker training, wastewater system improvements, electronic health care records, fuel production, clean water and more resources for rural law enforcement.

The Senate also voted to cut state unemployment benefits from 26 weeks to 20. The House should reject this dreadful deal. If not, Gov. Jay Nixon should veto it.

Keep KC and give ’em that countryside

For all the talk about how involved government is in people’s lives these days, a longstanding crisis has never really attracted the attention it deserves: rural depopulation.

For the next week, Kansas Gov. Sam Brownback will be on a tour unveiling his big idea (tweaked by the legislature): Rural Opportunity Zones.

The plan is hardly a cure-all and may not even be much of a help. It’s offering out-of-state residents a five-year pass on paying state income tax if they move into one of 50 dwindling Kansas counties. It’s also offering college grads up to $15,000 in loan repayment if they move (even move back) to those same counties.

It’s encouraging that Brownback’s small government mantra could be paused long enough to creatively address an issue that has far more to do with the future of his state than abortion and illegal-immigrant voting. The need for this is based on a simple fact: Many Kansas counties peaked in population in 1930 and have been emptying out at a fast pace since. Here’s hoping it does lead to rural growth. Rural Kansas needs help.

Just say ‘I do’

Brownback’s other big idea of the week, to come up with ways for Kansas to promote marriage, is a “healthy families initiative.” It is an admirable goal. More intact Kansas families should be a benefit to society.

But sometimes such items get too caught up in the definition of what a family should be. For instance, will this effort help the governor see the potential benefits of gay marriage?

Brownback has surrounded himself with family experts from around the country. While it isn’t a Kansas-specific crisis, this initiative should be aimed at aiding all those who need such help and not become just one more ideological statement. 

Stop the presses

It can happen: some good news out of Jefferson City.

A bipartisan group of representatives from the Kansas City region has formed the “Kansas City Caucus.” This week the group thwarted a proposal to pluck 80 jobs with the Missouri Housing Development Commission out of Kansas City. 

Irked by some moves that the commission has made recently, GOP leaders had wanted to move the entire workforce closer to Jefferson City. 

A compromise endorsed by Kansas City lawmakers keeps the 80 jobs here but requires the executive director and top aides to live within 40 miles of the capital. That’s good work by the local delegation, which is fortunate to have talented lawmakers from both parties. Long live the Kansas City Caucus.

Kinder Under Fire 

WASHINGTON MISSOURIAN  Posted: Wednesday, April 6, 2011 8:18 am | Updated: 8:23 am, Wed Apr 6, 2011. 
We elect public officials and expect them to be accessible, visible, responsive and helpful. We like for them to visit us, attend ribbon-cuttings, memorial services, groundbreaking ceremonies, open houses, countless meetings, conventions, fundraising and numerous charity events. They are invited to all kinds of political rallies, meetings and social events. All of this is part of the territory in a public official’s life.

Some of us get upset when high-ranking elected officials can’t attend our special events. We hear the word “conflict in schedule” when they turn us down. But when they do attend, should it be at the state’s expense and is it political campaigning?

In other words, where do you draw the line between what is a duty and what is a political, image-building foray? What should be at the taxpayers’ expense and what should the officeholder pay out of his pocket?

State law is not crystal clear on where the line is drawn between duties and personal responsibility in regard as to who foots the bill. Federal laws aren’t that clear either. Are all those trips taken around the country and world by a president a duty or taken for personal political gain?

Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder, a Republican, was targeted by a St. Louis newspaper that detailed his hotel bills, particularly when in St. Louis, and the tenor was that he overbilled the state. In other words, it wasn’t state business he was on in many of those visits. Kinder said two state audits about his travels and stays in that period found nothing wrong. He also told a St. Louis radio station Sunday that the St. Louis region is very important in the well-being of the state and that’s why he has zeroed in on activities there. There is no denying that Kinder is very visible in St. Louis and has been for years. His home is in Cape Girardeau, not far from St. Louis.

Several years ago, Kinder attended an induction program at the Missouri Photojournalism Hall of Fame in Washington on a Thursday night. He drove his own vehicle to the ceremonies. Also, in attendance that night was the then-Gov. Matt Blunt, who came with the usual security in a state vehicle. Both were invited. Neither stayed overnight. Was it their duty to attend? Should they have paid their own way (Kinder may have)? Gov. Blunt also attended one other program at the Hall of Fame in Washington.

Kinder has visited companies in Washington several times. He visited the Harman plant and spoke at the open house at the new Mercy data center last year. Each invested $60 million or more in their facilities in Washington and in the state of Missouri. Were Kinder’s visits, undoubtedly paid for by the taxpayers, political or were they part of his duties?

Last year when ground was broken for the new Valent Aerostructures plant in Washington. Gov. Jay Nixon attended and spoke. The governor came at state expense. The company will employ 300 to 400 workers in the future, about half of them new ones, with an average pay of $40,000 a year. The state of Missouri assisted Washington in bringing the company here and tough competition from the state of Kansas had to be overcome. Was the governor’s visit a duty, a responsibility or was it political? We place it in the duty category. Other people may say it was political.

It can be very difficult to draw the line between official state visits, a duty, and those of strictly a political nature. Some are easy to be placed in the political category, such as a party function. Taypayers like to see the governor or lieutenant governor in their town at an event. The elected officials think it is their duty to be there. Some people believe everything an elected officeholder does is political.

As to Kinder’s hotel billing, the story did infer that his stays in St. Louis were excessive, especially since he may be a candidate for governor in the future. Whether his actions were that much different from other public officials in the past, that doesn’t justify his actions if some hotel bills were based strictly on political visits.

All we are saying is that it isn’t always easy to identify what’s political and what’s state business. Perhaps that’s why the Legislature hasn’t passed a law that clearly defines what’s political and what’s official (and a duty). And, depending on what happens, some official business can end up being partly political.

Pernicious perceptions: Wisconsin demonstrates why electing judges is a bad idea

By the Editorial Board STLtoday.com | Posted: Friday, April 8, 2011 9:00 pm

Missouri Chief Justice William Ray Price Jr. had one applause line in his annual address to the Legislature earlier this year: “Judges who have been bought and paid for have not been the Missouri way since the 1940s.”

It was a gutsy thing to say in a House chamber full of politicians who operate under an almost-anything-goes campaign finance system.

But the lawmakers applauded, as they should have.

Nobody but special interests wants judges to lose their independence by being beholden to wealthy campaign donors. And that’s why Tuesday’s election for a seat on the Wisconsin Supreme Court should concern us all.

Fueled by the state’s intense battle over union rights, the race between Justice David Prosser and challenger JoAnne Kloppenburg drew more than $3.5 million in independent expenditures. The money wasn’t spent by groups concerned about fine points of constitutional interpretation or judicial temperament.

No, this was money spent by unions and big business more interested in tearing down the reputations of two seemingly well-qualified jurists by suggesting they are weak on sex offenders, or unconcerned about crime, or too liberal, or a “rubber stamp” for Gov. Scott Walker, the Republican who created the Wisconsin firestorm by seeking to erase collective bargaining rights for public employees.

The Wisconsin high court probably will have to decide whether Mr. Walker’s anti-union law is constitutional. That made the race a record-breaker nationally for spending in judicial contests, according to the Brennan Center for Justice.

Union backers cheered the early results, which showed Ms. Kloppenburg winning a narrow victory. That changed Thursday when 14,000 additional ballots were discovered, apparently handing the victory to Mr. Prosser.

Judges in Wisconsin don’t run as Democrats or Republicans, but they do run, as opposed to being appointed by the governor from a panel selected by a non-partisan merit selection committee — the famous “Missouri Plan.”

No matter who wins, there is nothing to cheer about in an election that demeans the judicial system. The result of all that money being poured into the contest makes it unlikely that anyone will trust whatever decision comes out of the court when it rules on the Walker bill.

Without trust, the strength of the American legal system withers.

A 2010 Harris poll showed that 70 percent of Americans believe that campaign donations affect judicial decisions. And it’s not just average folks who are worried. A poll commissioned by defense attorneys last year found that nearly half of all state court judges believe that campaign contributions have at least “a little influence” in judicial outcomes.

Perception of corruption is almost as bad as corruption itself. In the case of the Walker bill, perception will matter more than any well-reasoned legal analysis.

The Missouri Plan has been under attack in recent years in efforts funded heavily by the Humphreys family of Joplin, owners of a roofing products company. Mr. Price — a Republican appointed to the court by former Gov. John Ashcroft — consistently has urged lawmakers to defend the Missouri plan. He is absolutely right.

In Missouri, there is little potential for campaign contributions or negative television advertisements to corrupt the process of choosing top judges. Compare that to the nasty, partisan and expensive process in Illinois or the unfortunate example we’ve just seen in Wisconsin.

“Big money in judicial elections is a scandal,” Mr. Price told lawmakers.

Indeed, it is.

Whose Priorities? 

WASHINGTON MISSOURIAN  Posted: Friday, April 8, 2011 6:32 pm | Updated: 4:18 pm, Fri Apr 8, 2011. 
Is State Sen. Brian Nieves, R-Washington, brave and courageous or a heartless bonehead? Is he a patriot or part of the lunatic fringe?

Nieves was called all of these things and more the past two weeks. How you view him probably depends on what side of the ideological table you sit on.

He is a crusading hero to the Tea Party. Progressives regard him as a grandstanding extremist. But after a relatively quiet first half of the legislative session, the lawmaker was back on the attack, making headlines in Missouri and across the country. This time as one of four conservative senators who banded together to stage a lengthy filibuster against a bipartisan bill that would have extended unemployment benefits to about 65,000 Missourians.

The bill, a simple technical adjustment to state law that would provide about $105 million in “extended benefits” to continue through 2011, had already passed the House and enjoyed the support of Republican leadership in the Senate and Gov. Jay Nixon who urged its passage.

But there was one problem. The unemployment benefits are federally funded.

Nieves’ enemy, as always, is the evil, overreaching federal government and its “benevolent bosoms.” But holding up unemployment benefits for jobless Missourians in the name of “trying to shame the federal government” seemed a little off-base from the moment the filibuster was announced over three weeks ago.

The filibuster just didn’t make a lot of sense as Nieves’ Republican colleagues publicly reminded him. Any returned money “is not going to go back to pay off people who have notes in China,” said House Speaker Steve Tilley, R-Perryville. “It’s going to be absorbed.”

Majority Leader Tim Jones, R-Eureka, a friend of Nieves and frequent guest on his radio show, gently pointed out that Missourians pay taxes to the federal government, so the state deserves its share of the federal pie.

“The talking points you’re hearing sort of miss the point and the reality,” Jones added.

Others were less measured. As the filibuster wore on, Nieves and company were inundated with angry phone calls and plenty of contempt from pundits and the public.

The controversy made national news. Missouri became the first state in the country to cut off federally paid unemployment insurance benefits even as the local unemployment rates remained painfully high. An errant text from Nieves noting that he was “enjoying cigars and port in my office” with Sen. Lembke was used in an editorial to paint him as an elitist hypocrite. The antiestablishment politician was starting to look pretty establishment. Comments from Nieves’ colleagues didn’t help their cause. “People need to get off their backsides and get a job,” Lembke said about the unemployed.

As the siege wore on it became clear that Nieves and his crew had picked the wrong fight. Looking for an exit strategy and a bogeyman, they turned to Gov. Nixon.

On Wedenesday, Nieves and the other lawmakers offered to stand down if the governor would agree to about $300 million worth of cuts from other programs financed with federal stimulus money. They made a good case that the spending was unnecessary and wasteful albeit in a bizarre news conference. What was now clear was that the filibustering lawmakers were on the side of “hardworking families.” It was the governor who had his priorities screwed up, according to them.

The only problem with this new tactic is that it’s the Legislature, not the governor, who passes the budget. The senators don’t need the governor’s permission to kill evil stimulus projects. They can do it themselves. Nieves didn’t like this option because the governor could still veto the bill. What was clear at the press conference is that Nieves had stepped out of the “no-spin” zone in challenging Gov. Nixon.

By Thursday afternoon, the “filibustering four” relented.

They cut a deal with members of their party’s leadership in exchange for ending the blockade. As part of the compromise, the Senate agreed to cut state jobless benefits by six weeks, to a maximum of 20 weeks instead of 26 weeks. As part of the deal, Senate Pro Tem Rob Mayer pledged to help Nieves and the others identify $250 million of federal stimulus spending that can be cut from the state’s budget.

The battle over federally funded unemployment benefits is probably just the first shot in Nieves’ quest to tame the federal government from his seat in the state Senate. There are more battles and more filibuster looming. When a reporter asked him about federal education dollars he demurred saying that he was going to deal with one “demon” at a time.

The question that has to be asked of the senator is he putting the interests of his constituents first in rejecting federal funds.

The missing link: Finally, some specifics about replacing the earnings tax.

By the Editorial Board STLtoday.com | Posted: Friday, April 8, 2011 9:15 pm
In the walkup to November’s statewide vote on getting rid of earnings taxes, as well as the walkup to last Tuesday’s citywide vote to retain the e-tax in St. Louis, the missing link was what happened if the e-tax disappeared. How would St. Louis replace the $140 million it raises each year?

Rex Sinquefield, the retired investor who bankrolled the anti-e-tax effort, wouldn’t say — until the day after the election.

In retrospect, this should not have been surprising. Mr. Sinquefield plays the long game. He made his fortune in “passive investing,” buying shares in small companies that he deemed likely to grow, and then waiting for the marketplace to catch up.

Now he must wait to see if civic leaders and voters in St. Louis — and in St. Louis County, too — want to play his long game of transforming municipal finance.

On Wednesday, an entity Mr. Sinquefield created called the Missouri Council for a Better Economy released two studies done over the past six months by the PFM [Public Financial Management] Group of Philadelphia.

Study No. 1 is the missing link, a 107-page analysis of the city’s finances, the pros and cons of various taxing models and possible options for a 10-year program to replace the earnings tax.

Study No. 2 is an extra-added bonus, a 196-page study of the potential financial benefits of greater collaboration between the city and St. Louis County.

The PFM studies do a remarkable job of laying out the financial challenges and opportunities facing the city and the county. Are they politically realistic? No. Are they valuable conversation-starters? Yes.

Condensed version: The city could almost replace the earnings tax revenue if it raised a bunch of other taxes and fees and hired an outside firm to explore franchising and marketing opportunities. It could close the gap completely if it also regained control of the police department and instituted broad pension reforms.

On top of which, if the city and the county collaborated on purchasing, health services, parks, human services, public safety and public works, they could split savings of between $10 million and $40 million a year.

The collaboration study goes into exquisite detail at a granular level: For example, citing intergovernmental agreements in Colorado as a model for city-county collaboration in chopping up trees felled by storms.

Less esoteric suggestions suggest immediate opportunities: The county could save $2 million a year by adopting the city’s practice of using the St. Louis Area Business Health Coalition to manage employee prescription drug benefits.

Mined carefully, there is gold in these reports. But there is nothing in the e-tax report to either prove or disprove Mr. Sinquefield’s fundamental contention that a 1 percent earnings tax is a major disincentive to growth. PFM leaves that question up in the air.

The other problem is politics. Most of the tax changes the city report contemplates, including broadening the sales tax to cover more goods and services and raising it by 2 cents, doubling business license fees and imposing payroll taxes on non-profits, would require voter approval. And the deeper you get into city-county collaboration, the more the entrenched political interests will balk.

Nonetheless, these reports can contribute to a smarter, more efficient region. Mr. Sinquefield can be thanked for that.

Government by a Recording 

WASHINGTON MISSOURIAN   Posted: Friday, April 8, 2011 6:32 pm | Updated: 4:27 pm, Fri Apr 8, 2011. 
Elected public officials should be accessible to the public, period. It is distressing when you call one of your elected representatives and you get a recording.

We don’t like it when a recording tells callers to leave a message and he or she or a staff member will get back to the caller. The Missourian has experienced no call back situations. Do some of our elected officials “pick and choose” as to the callers who a “favor” of a call is returned?

Down through the decades, The Missourian has called elected officials in Washington, D.C., in state and local governments and we have never had to listen to a recording. A “live” person always answers the call. When John Griesheimer was our state senator, a staff person always answered the phone. An exception might have been during the lunch hour. You can call the governor’s office, and a staff member answers the phone.

We don’t like “government by a recording.” It’s an affront to voters. Elected officials should return calls from their constituents and be accessible. It’s not only a duty and responsibility to take calls, but to return them. That responsibility goes with the territory.

We don’t think as a general rule an elected official should screen calls. Now we are accutely aware of the calls, some often repeated, from crackpots. Anyone who deals with the public faces that situation. But as a general rule for a public official to do that is insulting to the voters who put him in office. We don’t know how many senators and representatives in Missouri screen calls and use a recording in answering calls, but it’s highly irritating to callers. We think it’s wrong.

Schaaf on spending: Is he right?

ST. JOSEPH NEWS PRESS Our opinion

The timing of Dr. Rob Schaaf’s latest contentious moment in the Missouri General Assembly could not have been much better. 

Here stood state Sen. Schaaf, R-St. Joseph, along with three cohorts, in the midst of a filibuster last week in Jefferson City. He was holding up money for unemployment benefits — literally refusing to allow government to write the checks. The spotlight shone brightly. 

And a thousand miles away, politicians on a grander stage framed much the same issue for the U.S. Congress and the American people. They threatened to shut down the federal government in an argument over not millions, nor really even billions, but trillions of dollars of federal spending and federal debt. 

Dr. Schaaf has won our scorn in the past. We called his actions harmful in 2009 after he was a key obstacle to passing insurance reforms that would have helped thousands of uninsured persons, including many in Northwest Missouri. “Misguided” is simply too mild to describe his transparent anti-Heartland agenda. 

But the question for Dr. Schaaf’s constituents today is whether he is right on this issue. 

His is not a perfect argument. He spent the week wanting to tamp down a 20-week extension of benefits for the currently unemployed, then conceded all of that for agreements to trim benefits for the future jobless by six weeks and to identify $250 million of federal stimulus spending that can be cut from the state’s budget. 

Was his beef with unemployment insurance money — “a negative incentive to return to work” — or with overall federal deficit spending? There is merit in both points, but the winning argument is the latter concern. 

We favor a reasonable limit on unemployment benefits for multiple reasons, but the biggest issue is our federal government simply must start reining in spending. It’s rarely a matter of one program over another. Virtually all activities of government should be reexamined with an eye toward what is the taxpayers’ proper role. 

In Jefferson City, with federal money already set aside for the purpose, it proved difficult for politicians to hold the line at 79 weeks of benefits for the long-term unemployed; the extension will make that 99 weeks. But at least Dr. Schaaf and his partners have forced the state to start talking about trimming benefits for people who enter the workforce in the future and then lose their jobs. 

Of the $250 million in federal stimulus funding that would be turned aside, $170 million had been designated for weatherizing homes of low-income residents. This is not an argument about whether weather-stripping would help those folks hold down heating bills, but about what is the proper federal government role in making that happen — especially when there is not enough tax money to do every good thing. 

At some point, the “stimulus” of federal spending must give way to encouragement for robust creation of jobs in the private sector, with all of the positive ripple effects that has on the economy, families and individuals at every income level. 

MISSOURINET

Senate likely to cut 6 weeks of jobless benefits 

by Bob Priddy on April 10, 2011

The senate is likely to approve a bill later today that would cut six weeks off the time jobless Missourians would be able to get benefits in the future.  It’s part of last week’s  negotiations to end the unemployment insurance filibuster.

The deal to break the filibuster and provide 20 weeks of extended unemployment checks requires adoption of a business-friendly change in state unemployment law. 

Present law says business taxes pay for the first 26 weeks of benefits from the state fund. After that the state borrows from the federal government for as much as 50 more weeks.

Senator Mike Kehoe’s proposal cuts the employer taxes but it means their former employees. will be eligible for six fewer weeks of benefits.

Kehoe’s new system would apply only to people losing their jobs after the bill goes into effect. 

Missouri has borrowed more than 850-million dollars from the federal government to keep paying unemployment benefits.

 Listen to Sen. Kehoe get his amendment passed.  

House Budget Committee Chairman in no hurry to confirm Senate deal (AUDIO)

by Brent Martin on April 8, 2011

House Budget Committee Chairman Ryan Silvey (R-Kansas City) isn’t in a hurry to comply with Senate demands to cut federal stimulus money for capital projects in order for unemployment checks to continue for long-time out-of-work Missourians.

Silvey, in a telephone interview with the Missourinet from Kansas City, says he wants to see details about the deal made in the Senate. Silvey points out that the House was invited to the negotiations between Senate leadership and the four senators who were blocking passage of the budget bills. He has no plans at this time to change House Bill 18, which contains the federal economic stimulus money.

“My guess is I will probably send House Bill 18 over to the Senate largely untouched and let the Senate do whatever they want to do it and, like I said, the House will, I guess, enter the negotiations at conference,” Silvey tells us.

Senate President Pro Tem Rob Mayer has agreed to cut $250 million in federal stimulus money from HB 18, a $550 million budget bill that the House has yet to act on. Mayer also has agreed to cut six weeks off the benefits for future unemployed Missourians. In exchange, the senators have agreed to end their hold-up of $105 million in federal unemployment benefits contained in HB 163. Presumably, they also will no longer threaten HB 15, a budget bill that would use $189 million in federal money to keep the basic school funding formula steady.

Though Mayer informed House Speaker Steven Tilley (R-Perryville) about the deal, House budget writers had no input. Silvey says he will be eager to learn more about it when he returns to the Capitol Monday.

AUDIO: Brent Martin interviews House Budget Committee Chairman Ryan Silvey. [5 min MP3] 

USA TODAY MISSOURI NEWS

MONDAY, APRIL 11 -- Modena — Mercer County Sheriff Stephen Stockman said a man in the midst of a divorce apparently killed his estranged wife and two other acquaintances before committing suicide. Officers discovered the bodies Saturday afternoon after receiving a report of a shooting. The victims weren't being identified until relatives are notified. 
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