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24-hour loan approvals for tornado, flood victims

St. Louis Business Journal 

Date: Monday, May 9, 2011, 10:14am CDT

State Treasurer Clint Zweifel authorized and launched 24-hour approvals of low-interest loans in response to the need created by the recent tornadoes in the St. Louis area and flooding in southeast Missouri.

The 24-hour loan approval process is known as the Harmed-area Emergency Loan Priority system, or HELP. Zweifel authorized the HELP system for use with all applications received from a qualifying borrower located in a county adversely impacted by disaster.

"The system is fully ready to assist in rebuilding towns, restocking shelves and replanting fields,” Zweifel said. “I have now authorized my team to approve loans within 24 hours for all borrowers in qualifying counties and to make it retroactive to April 21, the day before the devastating tornado touched down in the St. Louis area."

Prior to this announcement, the wait time was 10 days.

May 8, 2011 

Lawmaker checks out of hospital to cast vote 

By Susan Redden The Joplin Globe Sun May 08, 2011, 05:07 PM CDT 

Talk about taking one for his team. State Rep. Bill Reiboldt, R-Neosho, checked himself out of the hospital on Wednesday to join other Republicans in voting to override Gov. Jay Nixon’s veto of the bill to realign Missouri’s congressional districts.

Reiboldt wasn’t volunteering that story, but he acknowledged what happened after it was pointed out by Reps. Tom Flanigan, R-Carthage, and Bill Lant, R-Joplin.

Flanigan said votes by four Democrats and every lawmaker on the GOP side of the House were needed for the two-thirds majority vote required to override a veto.

“It’s very rare,” he said of the override. “We were told it’s only happened about eight times in the last 200 years.”

Lant said the importance of the vote was to make sure Missouri ended up with congressional districts fashioned by lawmakers and not by the courts.

Reiboldt said he went to the hospital on Tuesday, and doctors found he was bleeding internally from an ulcer. He spent the night and got one unit of blood, then checked himself out the next morning.

“They wanted to give me another unit of blood, but I worked the rest of the week and I feel fine now,” he said. “I’ve always been healthy. The only times I’ve been to the hospital was for rotator cuff surgery and when a cow stepped on my foot.”

The tallies on overriding the governor’s veto were 109-44 in the House and 28-6 in the Senate.

Final week

The session ends on Friday, and local lawmakers are predicting the last five days will be hectic ones. Some said they’ll be working for the passage of a few more bills; others said they’ll be watching for measures they think need to be scuttled.

Flanigan said he’ll be looking for another vehicle for legislation that would add state penalties if businesses, such as Carthage’s Renewable Environmental Solutions, persistently violate odor standards. Since his individual bill has stalled, Flanigan said he plans “to look for another appropriate bill that’s moving” and add his measure as an amendment.

Rep. Bill White, R-Joplin, said he hopes for passage of a bill that would require annual approval by employees before money can be deducted from their checks for political contributions.

“That needs to be fixed,” he said.

White said he does not support a measure favored by some locally that would require a doctor’s prescription for the purchase of medicines containing pseudoephedrine, which can be used to make methamphetamine. A similar measure adopted by the city of Joplin took effect this month.

“The demand is there, so they’re going to find a way to make it,” he said. “If we want to stop it, we need to get serious about the penalties.”

Rep. Charlie Davis, R-Webb City, said he also opposes the bill “because it would take away people’s personal freedom.”

He said he does support a proposal to allow monitoring by ankle bracelets, rather than jail, for those charged or sentenced on nonviolent crimes.

“Jail overcrowding is a problem in Jasper County, and statewide,” he said.

Sen. Ron Richard, R-Joplin, said he hopes House members in the final week of the session will approve economic development legislation passed last week in the Senate.

“It’s an aggressive package, and if we could get that passed it would be a pretty successful session,” he said.

He said the measure includes a requirement for legislative review of tax credits used in economic development programs. He said the bill also would save the state money by limiting several tax credit programs.

“Lots of developers don’t like caps and sunsets, but there needs to reviews to make sure they (tax incentives) are working the way they’re supposed to,” he said.

Mo. lawmakers face 1-week deadline for priorities 
By CHRIS BLANK   Associated Press
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Time is nearly up for Missouri Republican leaders seeking to complete their legislative priorities in their first year with a historic majority in the state Legislature.

The annual legislative session ends at 6 p.m. Friday, which gives Republican leaders five working days to negotiate deals and win final approval for numerous bills.

GOP leaders said they planned in the final week to focus on economic development efforts, approving a requirement for drug testing of cash welfare recipients and imposing new restrictions for late-term abortions.

Other issues awaiting resolution this week include a new push to require a government-issued photo identification to vote, an extension for a state prescription drug program that would otherwise expire, changes to the workers' compensation system and a new date for Missouri's presidential primary election.

Lawmakers also could remove state control of the St. Louis Police Department for the first time since the Civil War, revise proposed limits for lawsuits over farm-related nuisances - after a previous version was vetoed - and extend on a ban on texting while driving to all people instead of just those 21 years old and younger.

House Speaker Steven Tilley said progress generally slows near the end of the legislative session only to break free in the days before the looming Friday evening deadline.

"We've got a lot of loose ends that we need to tie up, but I think we've set the table for a productive last week," said Tilley, R-Perryville.

Already, lawmakers have knotted a couple of the thorniest issues facing them this year.

Lawmakers dispatched an emotional debate about regulations for Missouri's dog-breeding industry by approving in the last week of April a deal negotiated by Gov. Jay Nixon's administration.

And this past week, the Legislature wrapped up congressional redistricting legislation by overriding Nixon's veto and enacting a map that merges two Democratic congressmen into the same St. Louis district to consolidate Missouri's nine current congressional districts into eight.

However, legislative leaders said they still hope to approve additional economic development legislation.

Some Republicans also have set their sights on allowing drug tests for recipients of aid through the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families program if the state suspects they are using illegal drugs. The legislation has cleared both chambers, and lawmakers must decide to accept one of the versions or negotiate over the differences.

Abortion legislation focuses on late-term procedures and would remove the exception to Missouri's law banning the abortion of viable fetuses unless it is "is "necessary to preserve the life or health of the woman."

Instead, the measure would allow abortions of viable fetuses only when the woman's life is endangered or when a continued pregnancy would pose a "substantial and irreversible physical impairment of a major bodily function" of the woman.

According to the state health department, of the 6,881 abortions performed in Missouri in 2009, 63 were on fetuses at least 21 weeks old and none were reported as being viable.

---

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

Missouri legislators have one week to act on a variety of issues
By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter, and Jason Rosenbaum 
Posted 1:46 am Mon., 5.9.11 

With the Missouri General Assembly finished with this session's two mandatory tasks -- the state budget and congressional redistricting -- legislators are heading into the final week with the future of a lot of optional legislation hanging in the balance.

Among them are bills that would:

-- Move Missouri's 2012 presidential primary to a month later, into March;

-- Ask voters in 2012 to allow the General Assembly to require voters to show photo identification before being allowing to cast a ballot;

-- Give the city of St. Louis local control of its police department, which has been under state control for 150 years;

-- Change the state’s workers’ compensation system;

-- Set up $360 million in tax breaks to encourage China to locate a cargo hub at Lambert-St. Louis International Airport.

-- Require individuals receiving welfare benefits to take drug tests;

-- Allow utilities to charge customers ahead of time for some of the costs for a nuclear power plant before it's built and in operation. Missouri law now bars such charges.

The nuclear-power plant proposal had been considered dead, but was resurrected last week when the Missouri House voted to add the provision to another bill. However, some consumer-protection groups oppose the provision, as does some members of the state Senate who earlier blocked the idea.

St. Louis' local-control effort, long a dream of city mayors, also appears stalled in the Senate. The proposal won approval of the Missouri House months ago. St. Louis Mayor Francis Slay and the St. Louis Police Officers Association -- the chief opponent -- recently announced an agreement aimed at resolving some of the Senate's concerns.

But that deal's chief provision holds off local control until the police group has a collective bargaining agreement with the St. Louis Police Board. And some Republican state senators are not fans of collective bargaining for public employees, in general, and have indicated they may not make an exception for St. Louis' police.

The workers' compensation battle involves a number of elements, and it's unclear which -- if any -- will make it through the legislature by Friday. The Missouri Chamber of Commerce and Industry reaffirmed last week that it hopes to get such a bill through by adjournment.

Some sort of drug-testing requirement for welfare recipients does appear likely to end up on Gov. Jay Nixon's desk. Both chambers have passed versions of the mandate, and are haggling over the differences in the House and Senate versions.

The cargo-hub provision is part of a larger development bill. Disagreements between the House and Senate must be resolved ths week. (Click here for the Beacon's broader overview of the issue.)

The photo-identification requirement for voters is in a similar situation, with House and Senate conferees attempting to resolve differences. The mandate actually involves two bills; one would put the proposed constitutional amendment on the 2012 ballot, and the other would lay out how such a requirement would be implemented. (Click here for the Beacon's latest coverage of the issue.)

The state Senate also is expected to consider by today the measure seeking to move Missouri's primary. At issue are a number of provisions added by the state House.

The House version includes the so-called "birther amendment'' that would require that presidential candidates prove that they had been born in the United States before they can be placed on the state's primary ballot.The candidates would have to submit birth certificates to the Missouri secretary of state.

State Sen. Kevin Engler, R-Farmington, is part of the conference committee. He said that there are about 25 "small bills" tacked onto the primary bill. "We're going to determine to the (Senate) membership here what issues are really going to cause problems and take those off," Engler said.

Asked if the birth certificate requirement was one the measures that might be removed, Engler said it was "highly unlikely to make it through the process."

"I think that's what you would consider controversial," Engler said. "And it may kill (the bill) by not having it on there because we have, I guess, some 'birthers' or whatever."

Still, Engler said he hoped the chief purpose of bill - moving the state's primary to March - would make it through the legislature. Both national political parties are imposing requirements that allow only four states -- Iowa, New Hampshire, Nevada and South Carolina -- to hold their primaries in February. Those states that violate the rules would face penalties, including the possibility that their delegates wouldn't be seated for the presidential conventions.

At the moment, Missouri's presidential primary is still set for February 2012.

"It would be a shame for our people in Missouri to be taken out of the election process," Engler said. "Because in fact, if the parties do not seat our delegates and we do not have voting delegates...then we've been effectively been taken out of the electoral process. You can go vote all you want, but if your delegates can't vote at the convention, it wouldn't do any good."

Because presidential-candidate filing is to begin late this year, advocates say action must be taken this week.

Prickly issues loom in final week of Mo. session

BY VIRGINIA YOUNG | Post-Dispatch Jefferson City Bureau Chief | and REBECCA BERG  STLtoday.com | Posted: Monday, May 9, 2011 7:15 am 

Key issues for Missouri Legislature's final week 
• Tax credits: Authorizes $360 million in tax credits to entice international cargo shippers to use Lambert-St. Louis International Airport. Also, revamps and reduces other credits, including those for historic preservation and elderly renters. (HB116, SB100)

• Local control: Turns over control of the St. Louis Police Department from a state-appointed board to the city. (HB71, SB61)

• Abortion: Bans abortions after 20 weeks of gestation, except in medical emergencies or when the fetus is not viable. (HB213, SB65)

• Drug testing: Requires testing for welfare recipients suspected of using illegal drugs. (HB73)

• Drivers licenses: Requires that drivers license tests be administered only in English or American Sign Language. (HB167)

• Concealed guns: Lowers the minimum age to obtain a concealed-gun permit. House version lowers it from age 23 to 21; Se

JEFFERSON CITY • As they enter the final stretch of the legislative session this week, legislators are heading toward a collision over an economic development bill that could make or break a plan to turn St. Louis into a foreign trading hub.

The House and Senate have passed bills that would pump hundreds of millions of dollars in tax credits into cargo shippers and warehouses around Lambert-St. Louis International Airport. St. Louis officials say the subsidy is crucial if Lambert is to attract freight flown between China and the Midwest.

But an overhaul of all state development incentives became the heart of the bill in the Senate, where fiscal conservatives have long sought to reduce outlays for historic preservation and low-income housing.

House leaders strongly oppose those cutbacks, setting up a struggle that could go down to the wire as the clock ticks toward the mandatory adjournment at 6 p.m. Friday.

Other hot-button issues include drug testing for welfare recipients, local control of the St. Louis Police Department and a ban on late-term abortions.

The $23 billion state budget, however, is out of the way, sent to the governor a day before last Friday's deadline.

Republicans control the House and Senate with huge majorities, but that doesn't mean the chambers see eye to eye. Last week, the economic development bill became the latest example of the friction when House Speaker Steve Tilley blasted the Senate plan.

"We sent them a nine-page bill and they sent back a 400-page bill," said Tilley, R-Perryville. "They decimated the low-income housing tax credit. They decimated the historic tax credit."

A House committee quickly readied an alternative that includes several new tax breaks — for example, for data storage centers and companies that hire youths for summer jobs.

Tax credits already cost the state more than $500 million a year, and the Senate and Gov. Jay Nixon say some of the programs are outdated and too generous. Senate leaders said in interviews Friday that they're not backing down.

"We're going to have to have significant reform," said President Pro Tem Rob Mayer, R-Dexter. "It's going to have to be very close to what we passed for the Senate to accept it."

The Senate bill, which sets caps and expiration dates for all tax credit programs, would save an estimated $1.5 billion over the next 15 years. The House contends its bill would save $1.2 billion in the same time frame.

Initially, the largest chunk — $74 million — would come from a tax amnesty program that would encourage deadbeats to pay up. Between Aug. 1 and Oct. 31, the state would waive the penalties and interest owed.

Both chambers' economic development bills also would eliminate a tax break for elderly and disabled people who rent their homes.

That move has drawn fire from Democrats.

The tax break is part of the "circuit breaker" provision that helps people on fixed incomes pay their property taxes. Taxpayers claim the credit based on income and how much they paid in property tax or rent.

Republican legislators say the credit was never intended for renters and residents of nursing homes. Limiting it to homeowners would save about $57 million a year, because renters redeemed $56.6 million in credits in 2009.

Democratic Rep. Chris Kelly of Columbia said regardless of the merits of the move, "it's interesting that the only tax increases that make sense are the ones that increase the tax payment of moderate-income people."

Rep. Jamilah Nasheed, D-St. Louis, went further. After the House committee approved the bill Thursday, she declared: "They're taking from the poor people to give to the rich."

DRUG TESTING
Some Democrats are also unhappy with the bill requiring drug testing of some welfare recipients, which Tilley called one of his top priorities for the final week.

That proposal would require testing when the Department of Social Services decides there is a "reasonable suspicion" that a welfare recipient is using illegal drugs.

According to the Department of Social Services, 29,354 adults in Missouri received Temporary Assistance for Needy Families payments as of September.

The state estimates that testing equipment, staffing and related expenses for the program would cost from $662,459 to $995,401, assuming that only 1,174 welfare recipients took drug tests.

In the past, the drug testing bill has died in the Senate. But this year, senators approved a version that aims to ease detractors' concerns that taking away welfare payments would hurt children while doing little to encourage treatment for drug-abusing parents.

The Senate version would allow parents to continue to receive benefits upon entering a drug treatment program. The legislation does not specify whether the state would be obligated to subsidize that treatment.

Children would continue to receive welfare payments through a third party if a parent became ineligible for benefits after testing positive for drugs.

But, for some Democrats, those fixes did not suffice. House Minority Leader Mike Talboy, D-Kansas City, said the bill is still "fundamentally unfair."

"If we're going to talk about folks that are getting government assistance, it should apply to all recipients of government assistance," such as business owners receiving tax credits, Talboy said.

ST. LOUIS POLICE CONTROL
More bipartisan agreement seemed to be developing on another long-debated issue: giving St. Louis control of its Police Department.

In an arrangement that dates to the Civil War, the department is run by a five-person state board. The governor appoints four members and the city mayor fills the last spot.

Senators are expected to consider the local control bill today. However, they won't give it final approval until later in the week, after the St. Louis Police Officers Association and the city negotiate a collective bargaining agreement.

Sen. Maria Chappelle-Nadal, D-University City, said lobbyists for Mayor Francis Slay and retired St. Louis investor Rex Sinquefield have been meeting with senators to iron out the final details.

Sinquefield has signaled that he will underwrite an initiative petition campaign to put the issue on the ballot if legislators don't pass the bill.

Waiting until the last five days of the legislative session to deal with contentious issues is normal, but it also increases the chances that a single senator can talk a bill to death.

Mayer, the Senate leader, said he doesn't anticipate that fate for his bill banning abortions performed after 20 weeks of gestation, except in the case of a medical emergency or if the fetus is not viable.

Mayer worked early in the session to craft a bill that lessened the concerns of abortion rights supporter Sen. Jolie Justus, D-Kansas City. The key was the definition of "viability," which affects when doctors are allowed to perform abortions.

The Senate bill says a fetus is viable if life can be sustained outside of the womb "indefinitely." The House version only requires a "reasonable likelihood" that life could be sustained.

Tilley and Mayer called the measure a priority for the final week. Mayer said it is likely to be sent to the governor today.

"It's been a grueling session," Mayer said. "It's been a difficult session. But at the end of the day, I think you'll see it's been a productive session."

Senators Stage Filibuster Against Stimulus Funding

By Jason Rosenbaum, Missourian Correspondent | Posted: Saturday, May 7, 2011 10:30 am 
Sen. Brain Nieves gave the Missouri Senate a choice on Tuesday: cut money from an appropriations bill reauthorizing projects paid for with federal stimulus money or get ready to listen to a lot of talking.

“Because I don’t have a crystal ball, I don’t know what’s going to happen with our final outcome of this whole thing. I cannot predict that we’re going to be successful or fail. But I can say with some certainty that we are going to be here a very, very, very, very long, long time talking about House Bill 18,” said Nieves, R-Washington, on the Senate floor. “And there’s a good chance that House Bill 18 will never come up for a vote.”

Nieves was partly right.

Four Republican lawmakers did engage in a talk-a-thon over federal stimulus money that stretched from Tuesday afternoon into Wednesday morning. But the four did let the bill come to a vote after several small cuts were made to the measure. The Senate ended up passing the measure, 20-8, with Nieves voting in the negative.

Nieves said he wasn’t completely satisfied. But he added the filibuster accomplished two of his goals.

“My promise was that I would personally do something where people could actually say ‘Brian Nieves personally played a role in reducing “x” amount of dollars in stimulus dollars and that I would stir this place up,’” Nieves said.

“The Deal”
The dispute stems back to earlier in the session when the four senators — Nieves, Sens. Jim Lembke, R-Lemay, Rob Schaaf, R-St. Joseph, and Will Kraus, R-Lee’s Summit — were blocking an extension of unemployment benefits with federal stimulus dollars. The lawmakers were opposed to utilizing federal money that they said showcased Congress’ reckless fiscal agenda.

But the four lawmakers decided to stand down after a deal of sorts was struck. Part of that agreement was cutting $250 million out of the re-appropriations bill, which reauthorized a number of projects dealing with, among other things, weatherization and energy efficiency, broadband technology, wastewater infrastructure and health care information technology.

There were also education-related funds in the bill — such as $37 million for Title I school improvements and $50 million for special education programs. But Nieves said that wasn’t a target, adding that “each time we’ve negotiated about this, I said that the education dollars were not my focus.”

One big sticking point was that key budget writers — such as Senate Appropriations Chairman Kurt Schaefer, R-Columbia, and House Budget Chairman Ryan Silvey, R-Clay County — repeatedly said they weren’t part of the aforementioned deal. And Nieves told The Missourian last week that he was pessimistic lawmakers could reach the $250 million plateau.

By the time the bill got to the floor the lawmakers agreed to stand down if their fellow senators would cut projects that were not under contract or not already committed. That amounted to roughly $40 million.

“What takes me to having a little bit of reluctance on killing the whole thing is the fact that there were, within House Bill 18, some contracts that had been fully committed,” Nieves said. “There were shovels that had been turned and stuff like that. In that situation, it wouldn’t be my first choice to see those things get revoked.”

Clashing Philosophies
When Lembke’s attempt on Tuesday afternoon to strike broadband funding failed, the four senators launched their filibuster. The action brought Senate business to a virtual standstill as the four senators talked continuously for hour after hour.

When the smoke cleared around 7 a.m. on Wednesday, senators had reduced roughly $14 million from the bill. That money was cut mainly from weatherization and energy-efficiency programs.

Nieves said he didn’t get a clear-cut answer on whether that money would go to other states. But he added “What I feel from my own principled stand is that when states begin to say no, the federal government will be more likely to begin the process of slowing down what they send the states and slowing down their spending.”

“That’s an exercise that has yet to be proven,” Nieves said. “But in my opinion, it makes sense to think that no matter what we talk about, if I start giving things to you and you stop taking them, eventually I’m going to stop giving them.”

Lembke said that one thing discovered through the process is that “many of our colleagues have found out that with any of these monies that come to this state, you’re going to be able to find somebody who can use it back in their district.”

“I mean if it creates one job, if it keeps one municipality or political subdivision in the black, then we can’t send it back or we have to take it,” Lembke said. “I think we’ve come to a point where we’re just addicted to the money.”

Schaefer told the Associated Press that agencies should consider spending all of their stimulus money in the current budget year, which would effectively make the cut moot. He said on the Senate floor that he didn’t agree with the federal government’s financial course.

But he added he was not about to go along with the four senators’ course of action.

“I think you’re trying to solve a problem as a state senator that we cannot control that’s coming out of Washington, D.C.,” Schaefer said in an exchange with Lembke.

The Future?
The filibuster’s endgame left lawmakers involved with mixed feelings.

“When I buy a car after I’ve negotiated a price, on the way home I wish I would have negotiated a bit lower,” Nieves said. “When I sell a car, I wish that I would have sold it for a little more. I’m never all the way happy.”

“I feel like I accomplished what I set out to do,” Nieves added. “What I set out to do and what I promised to do is play a direct role in making sure less federal stimulus dollars come to Missouri and mix this place up.”

Lembke, too, said he wasn’t completely satisfied with the result of the filibuster.

“Would I have been happier if we had gotten the $40 million that was still not committed? Certainly,” Lembke said. “But I think that at the end of the day and after 14 hours of filibustering, in an effort to work with our colleagues in the Senate, we came up with that compromise of $14 million. I’m not satisfied with that. I think that the winners in this whole exercise were the big spenders.”

Getting several senators to filibuster legislation often places a targeted bill in serious jeopardy, since senators can take turns in holding up the Senate’s time.

Nieves said this past filibuster’s length shows that four lawmakers could rise up again in the future.

“When you have four and it’s organized, it’s hard to break,” Nieves said. “So what’s happened is this is our opening volley and a sign that we expect to be taken seriously. We’ll just move forward from here.”

Analysis: GOP divisions remain in Mo. Senate 

By DAVID A LIEB  Associated Press
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Missouri Senate President Pro Tem Rob Mayer began the 2011 legislative session as the new chief of the largest - and perhaps most politically divided - Republican caucus since at least the Civil War era. He pledged to try to unite Republicans to advance a conservative agenda.
In the middle of the night last week - as sleep-deprived senators vented their frustrations in a closed-door Republican caucus - it became apparent that Mayer had not united the 26 Republican senators. Not unless you count the fact that they were largely united against his attempts at compromise.

In a session where senators of both parties have compromised to pass several significant bills, a filibuster from four first-term Republican senators upset about federal spending highlighted the fact that Republican senators remains deeply divided - and can be difficult to lead.

Those four senators - Will Kraus of Lee's Summit, Jim Lembke of St. Louis, Brian Nieves of Washington, and Rob Schaaf of St. Joseph - held up passage of a bill in March reauthorizing the ability of unemployed Missouri workers to receive long-term, federally funded jobless benefits. They finally relented from their filibuster in April, after negotiating a deal with Mayer and Senate Majority Leader Tom Dempsey.

Under the terms of that agreement, the filibustering senators allowed a vote on the bill renewing federally funded jobless benefits in exchange for an amendment reducing state-funded benefits and a pledge from Mayer and Dempsey to help identify up to $250 million of cuts to federal stimulus programs in Missouri.

But Mayer and Dempsey promised more than they could deliver. It turned out that federal stimulus money was more complex than either the Senate leaders or the filibustering senators realized when than rashly promised to try to eliminate almost half of it. And many rank-and-file Republican senators were unwilling to follow their lead.

Mayer told The Associated Press that as the Senate's top-ranking official, he believed he was negotiating on behalf of the full chamber - or at least the Republican caucus - when he struck a deal with the four filibustering senators to sit down on the unemployment bill in exchange his help in cutting stimulus spending.

The four filibustering senators also thought that was the case. They expected that if Mayer and Dempsey would help pinpoint the stimulus cuts, a majority of senators would follow their lead and ratify those cuts.

Dempsey told the AP that he believed Senate Appropriations Committee Chairman Kurt Schaefer was on board with the deal.

"But that turned out to be not the case," Dempsey said while reconstructing how the agreement fell apart.

Said Schaefer: "I wasn't part of that agreement. I don't know what the details of that discussion were, because I wasn't there in the room."

Without the support of the Senate's lead budget writer, it became much more difficult to cut the stimulus money.

It also became clear that much of the $581 million originally included in the stimulus reauthorization bill was already committed to particular projects. Schaefer's committee removed about $114 million from the 2012 stimulus bill, but that was largely because it already was being spent in 2011. Of the remaining money in the reauthorization bill, just $41 million was identified as not yet under contract, and even much of that had been pledged to particular projects.

Mayer proposed to eliminate that $41 million, and the filibustering senators said they would accept that as a fulfillment of their agreement - even though it was substantially less than they originally sought. Yet Schaefer refused to go along with the cut. So the four senators renewed their filibuster.

That's when the frustrations became particularly intense in that middle-of-the-night Republican meeting. Ultimately, a second closed-door GOP meeting was called as the night neared morning, and the four senators agreed to end their filibuster in exchange for $14 million in cuts to the stimulus reauthorization bill.

"I tried to broker a compromise between the parties, and that wasn't acceptable, and so we went a different way as a caucus," Mayer said. "In the end, the caucus was unwilling to make that big of a reduction."

Dempsey said the fizzled deal provided a valuable lesson in Senate leadership. In retrospect, Dempsey said, he probably should have convened a Republican caucus before striking the April agreement with the filibustering senators to ensure that the stimulus cuts had enough support.

The filibustering senators said they also learned a valuable lesson that may make them more hesitant to reach future agreements.

"The hard part is knowing that you're going to get what's being offered," Schaaf said. "That it can actually be delivered. That it will be delivered."

Police fear bath salts may have played a roll in Curryville man's death 

Posted on May 8, 2011 at 9:16 PM

Updated yesterday at 9:52 PM 

(KMOV.com) -- An autopsy is planned for a Curryville, Missouri man struck and killed by a car.

Police said James C. Butler, Jr. was laying on Highway 54 just east of Curryville around 2 a.m. on Sunday.  A driver did not see Butler in time and hit him. 

Shortly before Butler was found, his mother called police to report she found bath salts in her son's pocket and was worried about his safety.  Bath salts are a synthetic drug that are legal in Missouri, but have been banned in some cities, including Bowling Green, which is five miles east of Curryville in Pike County.

Officials are working to determine if bath salts played a roll in Butler's death.

NECAC weatherization technicians arrested on drug charges after marijuana found in agency vehicle

Published: 5/6/2011 | Updated: 5/7/2011
By THE HERALD-WHIG STAFF

BOWLING GREEN, Mo. -- Two North East Community Action Corporation employees were arrested on drug charges Thursday after a Pike County Sheriff's deputy found marijuana and drug paraphernalia inside a NECAC vehicle. 

Sheriff Stephen Korte reports that a drug-sniffing dog alerted the deputy to narcotics inside a NECAC vehicle after they responded to a call at NECAC's workshop at 619 Champ Clark Drive. A subsequent search of the vehicle turned up two bags of marijuana and smoking paraphernalia. 

Benjamin M. Norman, 26, of Troy and Brian N. Crump, 31, of O'Fallon were arrested for possession of marijuana. They were released with summonses for a July 15 court date. 

Brent Engel of NECAC said the two men perform home weatherizations. He was unsure how long they had worked for the agency. 

NECAC had requested a sheriff's investigation based on legal concerns other employees had brought to their attention, Engel said. The agency continues its own internal investigation. 
Truman Day to close some Missouri government offices 

Posted on May 9, 2011 at 4:13 AM

Updated today at 8:15 AM 

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Many state agencies and some local government offices are closed to commemorate Truman Day.

The state holiday Monday recognizes President Harry Truman, who was raised in Missouri.

Among other things, the office closures will affect when people receive their unemployment benefits.

Although the holiday is recognized on Monday, the Missouri Department of Labor and Industrial Relations says benefits normally paid on Tuesday won't go out until Wednesday. Processing of unemployment claims will also be delayed at least one day.

Some driver's license offices will also be closed Monday. People can check whether their local office will be observing Truman Day by going to the Department of Revenue's website.

Russ Carnahan weighs his political options 

BY BILL LAMBRECHT STLtoday.com | Posted: Monday, May 9, 2011 12:20 am

WASHINGTON • U.S. Rep. Russ Carnahan, who watched his district get wiped away from Missouri's new congressional map, has made no decision on his political future.

But another, newly configured St. Louis-area district may offer him a path to stay in Congress.

Missouri legislators last week voted to override Gov. Jay Nixon's veto of a new congressional district map. The map — crafted by the Republican-controlled Legislature — leaves Carnahan, a Democrat, squeezed out and looking for a next step. Missouri's nine-member delegation in Washington has to shrink to eight as a result of the state's failure to keep pace with population gains elsewhere.

Besides finding himself scheduled to be out of work by January 2013, Carnahan endured the blow of watching defections by Democrats in Jefferson City. Those Democrats voted for the override at the behest of U.S. Rep. Emanuel Cleaver, D-Kansas City, a longtime Carnahan family friend.

For now, Carnahan, 52, a four-term veteran, is "gathering information and evaluating all of his options," said his spokeswoman, Sara Howard.

One of those options would be running in a Democratic primary next year against Rep. William Lacy Clay, D-St. Louis. Part of Carnahan's district ended up merging into Clay's.

The two have not been close lately, as evidenced by a recent confrontation on the U.S. House floor rooted in Carnahan's belief that Clay exerted little influence on his behalf. Clay disputes that belief.

But that race would appear quixotic for Carnahan given the makeup of Clay's 1st District. Clay's newly redrawn district includes a slightly smaller African-American population (49.5 percent) than after the 2000 census (50.1 percent), according to a Democratic analysis.

But the Hispanic population jumped markedly, to about 3 percent, bringing the district's minority population to 52.5 percent.

Voting patterns suggest that Clay, an African-American, could be especially formidable in a primary contest. Using census tract demographics, the district's total minority percentage among likely Democratic voters rises to 63.5 percent, according to an analysis provided to Clay.

In one of his few comments since Missouri's map became law, Clay asserted that he will run for re-election and "win decisively."

BEST SHOT?
Perhaps a more palatable option for Carnahan would be running in the district now represented by Rep. Todd Akin, R-Town & Country — a potential candidacy that's part of an unfolding game of musical chairs.

Akin has given strong indication that he will run in the primary for the GOP Senate nomination in 2012, which would likely make his 2nd District House seat appealing to Republicans. It could also appeal to Carnahan.

Former Missouri Republican chairwoman Ann Wagner already has signaled her interest by forming an exploratory committee. Ed Martin, who ran an unsuccessful but strong race against Carnahan last year, also is eyeing the contest.

"Now that the map is done, a lot of people have asked me to consider a race in the 2nd," Martin said Friday.

Wagner ally John Hancock contended Friday that "the meat and potatoes of that district, particularly in a Republican primary, is west St. Louis County, and that is her home district. And because she has been state party chairman, she is known everywhere in the district."

Despite the district's Republican tilt, Carnahan's allies are factoring in the likelihood of a bruising GOP primary, which could leave a weakened nominee from that party.

The newly drawn district includes 212,000 people from Carnahan's 3rd District. And Carnahan allies note that President Barack Obama won nearly 48 percent of the vote within the new district's boundaries in 2008.

David Kimball, an associate professor of political science at the University of Missouri-St. Louis, said that of potential Democrats who might run in the new district, "Carnahan would have the best shot. It would have to be someone known or recognized to even have a shot."

National Democrats are encouraging Carnahan. He enjoys the status as one of the party's so-called frontline candidates, which gives him priority when donors distribute money at election time. That is a status he would forfeit if he chose to challenge fellow party member Clay — but one that he could retain by running in a new district.

"Russ Carnahan would be a strong candidate in the 2nd District, and we are invested in ensuring he represents Missouri families in the 2nd District in Congress," said Haley Morris, a spokeswoman for the Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee.

Carnahan must weigh the costs of running a potentially uphill campaign — after a rough campaign against Martin last year — to join a pared-down Missouri Democratic delegation where self-preservation trumped party loyalty during deliberations over the new map.

Carnahan was stung after being abandoned by Cleaver, who presided at the wedding of Carnahan's sister, Robin, Missouri's secretary of state. Cleaver also spoke at the funeral of Carnahan's father, former Gov. Mel Carnahan.

Last week, Cleaver urged Democrats in the Legislature to join Republicans in voting to override Nixon on the new map. Nixon, a Democract, had tried to block the map, saying it did "not adequately protect the interests of all Missourians."

Cleaver said in a statement that Democrats faced an uphill battle from the start. While acknowledging that his own district remained largely unchanged in the new map, he said he believed in bipartisan consensus. "For those who share my political party, it was always going to be painful," the statement said. Mary Petrovic, a spokeswoman for Cleaver, said Friday that Cleaver was intent on preventing the map from ending up in a prolonged court fight. "This was never going to be an ideal scenario," she said. "The Carnahans are a family friend; nothing about this was easy."

Ed Martin is switching elections.

CAPITOL CALLING

The Republican attorney is out of the U.S. Senate race and instead will run in the reconfigured 2nd Congressional District seat. The seat’s current inhabitant - U.S. Rep. Todd Akin, R-Town and Country - is expected to run for the U.S. Senate against U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill, D-Mo.

In addition to making a Web video, Martin changed his Web site to “Ed Martin for Congress.” The site features the sub-headline “Ed Martin v. Russ Carnahan, round 2,” an allusion to the fact that the Democratic congressman may run what is now Akin’s district. Carnahan defeated Martin last year by a relatively small margin.

“Elected officials like Russ Carnahan have been focused on growing their power and enriching themselves instead of remembering our families and safeguarding the American dream,” Martin said in a statement. “I am running for Congress because I know we can do better.  I want to fight for the American dream and for our future.”

Former Republican Party Chairwoman Ann Wagner is also exploring entering the race, as is Sen. Jane Cunningham, R-Chesterfield.

I asked Martin a couple of months ago about the effect of Akin entering the U.S. Senate race. This was his response:

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

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

“This is not something you take lightly,” Martin added.

Loudons to Relocate

ARCH CITY CHRONICLE  by dave | Sun, 05/08/2011 - 1:40pm 
The 2012 ballot just lost one or two Loudons… from the in-box:
Congratulate Senator John and Dr. Gina Loudon. A nice opportunity has opened for the Loudons to move to Crawford’s site in Alabama. From there, the Christian conservative Dr. Gina radio show will be broadcast to millions more listeners in several additional radio markets across our country. Wish the Loudons well in their new adventure. www.crawfordbroadcasting.com
Mass GOP set to file complaint over ad criticizing Scott Brown
Posted by Erica Noonan May 8, 2011 11:35 PM 

By Emma Stickgold, Boston Globe Correspondent 

Massachusetts Republican Party leaders said they will be filing a complaint with the Federal Election Commission against the League of Women Voters for failing to properly file paperwork, after the nonprofit organization launched a television ad campaign criticizing Massachusetts Senator Scott Brown. 

"We are calling on the League to immediately reveal their secret donors as the law requires, and to live by the same standards of openness and transparency they have encouraged others to adopt," Massachusetts Republican Party Chairwoman Jennifer Nassour said in a written statement issued Sunday. 

The ads criticized Brown as well as Missouri Senator Claire McCaskill, a Democrat, for votes related to the Clean Air Act. Responding to the complaint, Elisabeth MacNamara, the organization's president, defended the ad, saying the ad targeted one particular issue, not the upcoming elections. 

"Our ad will stand up to scrutiny because it is about Senator Scott Brown's vote to weaken the Clean Air Act and endanger public health," she said in a written statement on Sunday. "It is not about an election that is 18 months away or a politician who may or may not be on the ballot in that election. The allegation to the FEC is simply a charade, designed to deflect attention away from Senator Brown's vote to block the Clean Air Act." 

Caruthersville dodges crest; Cairo still under evacuation 

BY MICHELE MUNZ | STLtoday.com | Posted: Monday, May 9, 2011 12:10 am 

As the flood crest along the Mississippi River moved slowly downstream toward New Orleans, the last Missouri city to see rising water — Caruthersville — escaped without major problems or having to evacuate residents.

"People are trying to get back to normal," said Jack Owens on Sunday, after working nearly 72 hours straight as an emergency dispatcher. The city's curfew was lifted and most of the Missouri National Guard members were leaving, he said.

While river levels were dropping, they will remain above flood stages for several days. Officials in Cairo, Ill., said they were still concerned about the stress on the levee protecting the city, situated on the Ohio River upstream from the Mississippi. Residents of the town of about 2,800 have been allowed to return home from 10 a.m. to 6 p.m. but can't stay overnight.

The restriction might not be lifted until midweek, said Cairo Fire Department Chief John Meyer. "We are working with the Army Corps of Engineers in deciding when it is safe."

Areas in southeast Missouri saw 10 to 24 inches of rain at the end of April, said Scott Truett, a meteorologist with the National Weather Service office in Weldon Spring. "Another way to think of it is, we got half our average yearly rainfall in a 10-day period."

The deluge pushed river levels above crests not seen in almost 75 years and forced the corps to blow up a stretch of levee downstream from the confluence of the Mississippi and Ohio rivers. The water spilled into the 132,000-acre New Madrid Floodway, swamping farms and about 100 homes.

The record flooding could give way to record temperatures this week with temperatures 15 to 20 degrees above normal. In St. Louis, the high is expected to hit 94 degrees Tuesday, which would break the record of 91 set in 1963.

However, the heat is not expected to help areas dry out any faster, Truett said.

"It's more or less just the fact that we're going to get a break in the wet weather, which will let water levels recede a little bit," he said. The threat of thunderstorms in the St. Louis area will increase Wednesday night and into Thursday.

Posted on Sun, May. 08, 2011 

Data deluge reveals embarrassing facts about VA hospital

By ALAN BAVLEY
The Kansas City Star 

It was one of the biggest efforts ever to open a hospital system to public scrutiny — and it held some cause for embarrassment to the Kansas City VA Medical Center.

Buried in the gush of hospital quality and safety data that began pouring from the Department of Veterans Affairs website last fall was a startling statistic: The number of deaths among surgery patients at the Kansas City hospital was 79 percent higher than what was expected. 

That percentage was the highest of any full-service hospital in the VA system. It prompted the hospital to investigate and make changes.

“Our surgical data is much better now,” hospital chief of staff James Sanders said.

And that’s the way it’s supposed to go, VA officials say.

By compiling data on patients, making it public and holding administrators’ feet to the fire when numbers don’t turn in the right direction, the VA is trying to prod improvement at its 150-plus hospitals.

“We’re trying to drive performance improvement. Even our best hospitals have areas where they can be better,” said William Duncan, the VA’s associate deputy undersecretary for health quality and safety.

Hospitals with high death rates that don’t improve fast enough are subject to progressively more intense reviews. 

“We have had hospital directors offered the opportunity to succeed elsewhere out of the VA if they don’t do better,” Duncan said.

The VA system has taken its licks over the years for substandard health care. In 2002, Congress investigated sanitation problems at the Kansas City hospital after maggots were found in the noses of two comatose patients. Last week, members of Congress from both parties lashed the VA for lapses in equipment sterilization at several hospitals.

But by many measures, the VA now equals or surpasses the civilian sector for quality. A study published in March found that the VA’s care of seniors was consistently better than that offered by private Medicare Advantage plans.

And a study in April reported that VA hospitals had reduced intensive care unit infections with antibiotic-resistant MRSA bacteria by 60 percent.

The Kansas City hospital has been MRSA-free for the past year.

Because it is run by the government, the VA comes under more public scrutiny than private hospitals do, said Ashish Jha, a Harvard expert on health care quality who is also a practicing physician with the VA in Boston.

That can give the appearance that VA hospitals have more than their share of problems. 

“Mistakes happen throughout health care, but there’s much less transparency in the private sector,” Jha said. “I have no reason to believe mistakes are happening more often at the VA. Taken as a whole, it’s a place that offers pretty good care.” 

Behind the VA’s quality drive is data collection matched by few private health organizations.

The VA did away with much of its paperwork years ago and replaced it with electronic medical records. The system can track in detail the condition patients were in when they arrived at the hospital, treatments they received and how they fared.

Several years ago, the VA started putting its databases together so that hospitals could more easily see how they were doing.

But the information wasn’t making it to the public.

That changed when retired Army general Eric Shinseki became President Barack Obama’s secretary of veterans affairs.

“Our secretary has been absolutely resolute, firm that we be transparent with our safety and quality data,” Duncan said.

Medicare had been putting quality information about hospitals on its Hospital Compare website for years. But the VA wasn’t participating.

Shinseki directed the VA to contribute its data. VA hospitals started appearing on the Medicare site in March 2010. 

But Shinseki wasn’t satisfied. He ordered the VA to create its own hospital compare site with more data than Medicare offers. It went live in November.

“Medicare is trying to catch up, but it’s not anywhere close to what the VA is doing,” Jha said.

In color-coded charts, the VA’s site shows how close hospitals are to meeting the system’s quality goals, from curbing infections to keeping blood sugar down in diabetes patients to making sure heart attack patients get the right treatments.

“This sets very, very rigorous performance goals,” said Peter Almenoff, VA assistant deputy undersecretary for health quality and safety, based in Kansas City. “We didn’t want to create a system that just says we’re wonderful.”

The VA set many of the standards itself because none existed in the private sector.

“If you go to any other health system, you won’t see anything like this,” Almenoff said.

Another set of data the VA has made public shows how the number of patient deaths at each hospital compares with the number expected for acute care, intensive care and surgery.

That data triggered the investigation at the Kansas City VA Medical Center.

Sanders, the hospital’s chief of staff, said the hospital didn’t find any particular surgeon or procedure that bumped up the mortality rate.

But patients with serious underlying health problems who weren’t likely to live longer by getting surgery were ending up on the operating table.

For some of these patients, palliative care to make them more comfortable would have been an appropriate alternative.

Sanders said the hospital has increased its surgical staffing and is looking at ways to improve patient counseling about palliative care. 

Jha, the Harvard hospital quality expert, said the high surgery mortality at the Kansas City VA should be kept in perspective. Its other quality data don’t suggest major problems.

“When you look at lots and lots of data, you will always find something that sticks out from normal,” Jha said. “I would feel comfortable saying from the totality of the data, things look pretty good.”

But Kansas City still needs to fix whatever was wrong with its surgery program, Jha said.

“If they say there’s nothing to fix, that’s a problem,” he said. “It will be really important to see what happens next if in the next six or 12 months things are trending down.”

May 7, 2011 

Somali refugees follow Mexican immigration to Missouri community 

By Wally Kennedy The Joplin Globe Sat May 07, 2011, 11:04 PM CDT 

NOEL, Mo. — Mohamed Abdi has stocked his African Grocery and Clothing Store with the kinds of things one might find in a market that caters to Muslims.

There are specialty foods, dark garments with hoods that Islamic women wear in public, prayer rugs and furniture styled to Mideastern tastes. Many of his products feature labels in Arabic.

“Business has been slow, but we have not been open for long,’’ Abdi said as he listened to a recording of the Quran being recited. “People come to shop here from all over, but it is mainly for the Somalis who live here.’’

But this is Noel, a town of 1,600 people that has already assimilated a large influx of Mexican workers who have found jobs processing chickens at the Tyson poultry complex, the economic linchpin of Noel.

The Mexican population — many said they prefer to be called Mexican rather than Hispanic — has put down roots, opening businesses and buying homes since their arrival here in the 1990s. Now, the recent arrival of a band of Somalis means even more changes for the community. Some Mexicans have recently left Noel in search of employment elsewhere.

Census figures show that Noel’s population is roughly 58 percent Mexican and 39 percent white. There were very few, if any, blacks living in Noel until the Somalis arrived.

‘We are refugees’
Abdi, who opened his store in a building that was built in 1899 on Noel’s Main Street, said Noel is now home to about 90 adults and 10 children from Somalia, a predominantly Muslim country on the east coast of Africa. He said the town also is home to a few people from Kenya.

“We are refugees,’’ he said. “We have come here for jobs. I want to do business with them and the local people, too. You know, we are the only place in Noel where you can buy clothes.’’

Abdi said he has not encountered any ill will from the residents of Noel.

But, some residents are wondering if more Somalian refugees are coming and questioning whether Tyson is being subsidized by the federal government to employ them. Others worry about the impact on local schools and on Noel’s housing, which is already in short supply.

Mayor James Carroll said, “When the Somalis arrived, I had a Mexican businessman tell me: ‘I now know how you felt when we came here.’ So far, it’s gone pretty well, but there are a lot of rumors floating around that need to be answered. One of them is that the company plans to bring 300 more Somalis here.’’

Some of those rumors were addressed Wednesday when Tyson officials invited county and community representatives to tour the plant and meet with them. Carroll, who attended, said, “I would describe it as a productive meeting. Tyson is not being subsidized by the government to employ the Somalis. It’s part of the company’s policy to hire anyone regardless of race or faith. They get the same pay as everyone else.’’

He also said the company told the visitors that it is not expanding production at the plant, which is at maximum employment. He said they were told that turnover requires the hiring of about 15 to 20 people on a weekly basis. The company employs about 1,300 people, generating an annual economic impact of nearly $43 million.

Gary Mickelson, spokesman for Tyson at Springdale, Ark., said, “The largest percentage of workers at the plant is white, followed by Hispanic, black and Pacific Islander. Over the past several years, about 100 Somalians have become part of our Noel staff. Some came from a Tyson plant in Kansas that had a reduction in operations. Others have heard about employment opportunities in Noel through word of mouth.

“Like other businesses, we sometimes qualify for tax credits for hiring people; however, we are not receiving credits for specifically hiring Somalians at Noel.’’

Mickelson said the company “strives to help them succeed on the job by providing effective training, a safe work environment and competitive pay and benefits. We also work with them to address questions they have about community-related matters.’’

Carroll said he encouraged the company to open a dialogue with the community to dispel rumors. He said he told them they were still dealing with fallout from when Hudson Foods operated the processing plant. Tyson acquired the Hudson Foods plant in January 1998.

“I let them know that they need to get more information out to the public. I told them they were dealing with a lot of the ill feelings left over from Hudson. It’s something that they inherited,’’ Carroll said.

In November 1996, The Los Angeles Times published a three-part report on “the chicken trail,’’ which focused on the recruitment of poultry workers along the U.S.-Mexican border. The report profiled Hudson Foods, which paid a south Texas recruiter $175 for each worker who showed up in Missouri. The stories told how workers made their way north on the “chicken trail’’ to work for Hudson and live in a converted motel, Ginger Blue Resort, along with other migrant poultry workers, for $45 per week per person. Five or more workers would live in a single room at the motel.

After a fire at the plant, Hudson expanded production. They brought into the community several hundred more workers without telling anyone what was happening. A new school that was constructed in Noel was not prepared to handle the influx of Spanish-speaking children. Mobile classrooms were brought in. Housing was insufficient. Some workers lived in camper shells.

Carroll said the Mexicans bought old properties in Noel and remodeled them.

“It was culture shock here in the ‘90s, but they had a good impact on the community,’’ Carroll said. “A huge part of the Mexican community actually bought property. The Somalis are more like temporary workers. They have no vested interest in the town.’’

Planning for change
That concern was echoed by Noel Alderwoman Nancy Zoerlin.

“There has got to be some financial incentive for Tyson to bring them in,’’ she said. “We don’t know whether they are getting a subsidy to do that. What they are doing is changing the demographics of everything. When you speak out about it, you are called a racist. That is not what this is about.

“We want to know what will happen before it happens so that we can plan for it. All at once, they were here. I’m talking about our schools and housing and services at the expense of our property taxes,’’ she said. “We’re a small town. What can we do? Do we have any say in this?’’

Zoerlin said some town residents recently met with an aide to U.S. Sen. Roy Blunt, R-Mo.

“We were told that Tyson has to hire these Somalis because none of the locals will pull the guts out of chickens. That is such a big lie,’’ she said. “There’s a recession going on. Local people need work.’’

City Clerk Denae Murphy said the Somalis are like any other group.

“Some of them are nice, some of them are not. ... I had one person demand that I give him a birth certificate. I don’t handle birth certificates, but he would not take ‘no’ for an answer.’’

‘This is culture shock’
Genaro Salas, a native of Mexico, came to Noel 16 years ago from Fort Worth, Texas. He was living in Rogers, Ark., when his wife spotted an ad for a business property that was for sale next to the Tyson plant in Noel. Salas bought the property and opened the Rio Alce convenience store.

“If you want to get ahead in this country, you have to work hard. If you do, it comes a lot easier,’’ he said.

Salas said he is concerned about how well the Somalis will fit into the culture of Noel. He recalled one incident in which a Somali man was giving one of his clerks a difficult time about something. He said he had to intervene.

“I told him that you do not talk to women like that in this country and that I have the right to refuse service to anyone. He looked at me and said: ‘What are you? A racist?’

“I could not believe that he accused ‘me’ of that,’’ Salas said. “This culture shock, well, it really is a big deal.’’

Salas said the arrival of the Somalis has made it difficult for some Mexicans to find work at the Tyson plant.

“It’s a small number that have left. If they don’t find a job when they look for one, they will go to another plant where they can find a job. I think they went to a hog plant in Iowa,’’ he said.

Carroll said the town will adjust to the Somalis who have moved there, but the transition will be challenging at times.

“You know we have a small population of American Samoans who own some chicken houses here in the county,’’ he said. “The other day I saw a woman with one of those round straw hats that they wear walking on Main Street. She was following a Somali woman who had covered her head.

“That image reminded me just how much Noel has changed.’’

Somalia
Somalia, in eastern Africa, had a population in 2009 of just less than 10 million. The capital is Mogadishu. It is a country of 246,200 square miles, slightly smaller than Texas.

Source: encarta.msn.com
About Tyson
In January, Tyson Foods became the first major food company to become a full member of the IMAGE program, according to U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE).

IMAGE is short for “ICE Mutual Agreement between Government and Employers.” The program enables businesses, if they meet rigorous standards, to voluntarily partner with the federal government to ensure they are employing people who are legally authorized to work in the U.S.

Tyson and other food processors who employ large numbers of Hispanic workers are often cited as employers of illegal aliens. Tyson employs almost 100,000 people at locations throughout the U.S.

Clinton lunches with local Democrats before commencement address

By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter  

Posted 1:22 am Sun., 5.8.11 

Enroute to a speaking engagement in mid-Missouri, former President Bill Clinton enjoyed lunch Friday with some prominent area Democrats at the Ladue home of Joyce Aboussie, a prominent political activist and fundraiser.

Aboussie is the former national political director for Democrat Richard A. Gephardt during his years in Congress. She was a big supporter of the 2008 presidential quest of Hillary Rodham Clinton, the former president's wife and now the U.S. secretary of state.

Those in attendance at the lunch with Clinton included Maxine Clark and Bob Fox, the founders of Build-A-Bear. Unconfirmed reports say that Gov. Jay Nixon also met with Clinton while he was in the state.

Later Friday, Clinton was in Warrensburg, speaking to this spring's graduation class at the University of Central Missouri.

Attendees at the local lunch reported that Clinton discussed his William J. Clinton Foundation, which among other things focuses on energy conservation and efficiency. News accounts indicate that was also the focus of his commencement address.

Plane owners face scrutiny from St. Louis County tax official 

By JEREMY KOHLER and PAUL HAMPEL STLtoday.com | Posted: Sunday, May 8, 2011 12:20 am

How aircraft taxes are calculated
Q. Who owes property taxes?
A. All tangible personal property situated in any Missouri county shall be assessed in the county where the owner lives.

Q. What about corporate owners?
A. Business pay taxes based on where the property is based on Jan. 1.

Q. So if an airplane leaves on Dec. 31 and comes back Jan. 2, does the owner escape personal property tax?
A. No, it's "based" where the plane is most frequently dispatched, garaged, serviced, maintained, operated or otherwise controlled, according to law.

Q. Do big planes get any kind of break?
A. Yes, the owner of a plane weighing at least 3,000 pounds can apply for commercial aircraft status, allowing the owner to pay only the percentage of miles flown in Missouri. That can reduce the tax burden to a fraction of what he would pay if the plane were assessed at its full value.

Source: Missouri Revised Statutes</P< div> 

When Sen. Claire McCaskill admitted in March that she and her husband owed about $300,000 in back taxes on their plane in St. Louis County, she hinted they weren't the only ones.

"Um, I don't want to cast aspersions anywhere else, but I'm just saying that it's self-reporting," she told reporters in a conference call. "So if you don't know about it, or if you choose not to ... there is no bill that comes."

After an analysis by the Post-Dispatch of personal property tax records and questions about other planes, St. Louis County Assessor Jake Zimmerman says he believes there is 'substantial noncompliance" with tax obligations by the owners of aircraft kept in the county.

"We intend to recoup revenue that was owed to this county and has not been paid," said Zimmerman, who took office last month after the county opted to make the assessor's position elected for the first time in a half-century.

How many plane owners could owe personal property taxes — and how much — isn't certain.

The county collected taxes on just over 400 planes last year, according to tax records analyzed by the Post-Dispatch.

About 300 planes are kept at Creve Coeur Airport in Maryland Heights and at least 400 at Spirit of St. Louis Airport in Chesterfield, according to the managers of those airports. Zimmerman says his staff is studying aerial pictures to get independent counts.

Under state law, individual taxpayers who have personal property in Missouri must declare it in the county where they live — not where they keep it.

The rules are different for corporate owners. Even out-of-state companies are obligated to pay personal property taxes to the county where their plane is based on Jan 1. The law considers the plane "based" in a county if that's where it's most frequently hangared or serviced. An owner can't avoid the tax simply because his plane has flown to a different location on Jan. 1.

As McCaskill's experience showed, the owner of single plane could owe hundreds of thousands of dollars.

That's money that forces higher tax levies on owners of homes and motor vehicles to pay for services by school, fire protection and other districts.

'THIS HAS NEVER COME UP'
One plane kept at Spirit, whose owner has not paid taxes on it, is a 1977 LearJet 35A.

It's owned by a Utah company set up by Dr. John Short, president and chief executive of RehabCare Group, a national health care provider based in Clayton. Short said he lives in the Central West End and in Utah.

Short's Utah company has leased the plane to RehabCare since 2006. The plane is listed for sale by a local broker for $825,000.

Short said he keeps the plane at Spirit when he's in St. Louis and also sometimes at airports in Utah and Idaho. He insisted the plane is officially based in Utah, where he declares his primary residence.

"Quite honestly, this has never come up," he said.

Flight records made available by the website Flightaware.com indicate that the plane has operated almost exclusively out of Spirit this year. Of 77 flights between Jan. 3 and April 25 of this year, 65 either departed from or arrived at Spirit.

The plane typically makes several trips a week from Spirit to other cities — including Washington, White Plains, N.Y., and Salt Lake City — and back.

"We've never gotten a bill from the county or (anything) from the county that they view that as subject to St. Louis County tax," Short said.

Zimmerman said that in cases where an owner claims his plane splits time between airports, "This office's response would be 'you're the one with a burden of proof to me, not me.'"‰
"What I've got is evidence of your hangar lease, what I've got is evidence that this is where your plane is based out of. So this is your tax assessment based on that, and if you think otherwise, feel free to take it to the Board of Equalization, feel free to take it to the State Tax Commission or to the Circuit Court."

Another plane at Spirit is a 1982 LearJet 55 owned by APLUX LLC of St. Louis, a company set up by Donn Lux, president of the St. Louis-based liquor producer and marketing company Luxco.

The plane has made 19 trips this year, 17 of which either started or ended at Spirit, according to Flightaware.

Aero Charter, a business at Spirit that manages and stores the plane for APLUX, says the plane has been hangared at Spirit for about four years.

Lux said he didn't know whether the company paid taxes on the plane. County tax officials said they learned about the plane when Aero Charter recently reported the plane's lease for hangar space and sent APLUX a letter to set up a personal property tax account.

BLOCKED FROM HANGARS
It is easier for tax officials to find out about ownership of motor vehicles because they are registered by the state, and county tax officials automatically use those registrations for their assessments.

Because the state of Missouri does not register airplanes, counties do not have an easy way to learn of an airplane's existence. They rely on plane owners to report their property.

However, a state law enacted in 2008 says that leasing facilities — such as hangars — must furnish lists of their tenants each year.

Many planes at Spirit and Creve Coeur are stored in private hangars, and county tax officials say they have historically been blocked from entering them.

Zimmerman says some hangar owners have failed to provide lists of their tenants. And the county hasn't done anything to enforce the requirement — yet.

"It's difficult to try to get access to airports," said the county's director of revenue, Eugene Leung, who oversaw the personal property tax collection until county voters created the assessor's position. "I would just have to say we didn't know how many planes were out there."

Zimmerman said the lack of cooperation from the private hangars is a "problem of long-standing proportions and dimensions."

"I'm becoming more convinced that we are facing a law enforcement question," he said. "So at this point I am looking into the tools available to this office."

Zimmerman said that since his office stepped up efforts in the wake of McCaskill's announcement, all but one of the private hangar owners at Spirit have supplied lists of their tenants.

Last week, an employee from Zimmerman's office tried to enter Spirit's lone holdout — TAC Air — a business at Spirit that manages, fuels and stores planes. The general manager, Phil Bissonnette, wouldn't let him in.

"Him coming to me for that information is like someone going to a gas station owner and asking them, 'Has that guy with that BMW paid his taxes?'" Bissonnette said.

He said he isn't bound by the law requiring hangar owners to report their tenants because TAC Air doesn't own its buildings and land — it leases them.

"We're a service operation," he said. "I don't own any airplanes. I don't own any buildings. We provide services, and it's not my responsibility to provide information for their tax collection efforts, especially since they own the damn airport."

Zimmerman and Leung said the privately owned Creve Coeur Airport has historically been the most difficult to gain access to.

The county does not know what planes operate there.

But airport manager Bob Cameron recently provided Zimmerman's office with a list of people who own the 127 hangars at his airport and their addresses. He noted the law didn't require him to report specific planes.

He said county officials should track down that information themselves.

"Most people pay their personal property tax," Cameron said. "There are not buckets of money floating around the airport."

'THEIR PROBLEM'
Zimmerman noted that some plane owners may end up paying far more than if they had declared their property.

State law says owners of planes over 3,000 pounds can apply to the State Tax Commission for a special tax break on commercial aircraft that would reduce their burden to just the percentage of miles flown in the state of Missouri.

If one of these planes flies mostly out of state, the owner's tax bill probably would be small.

For example, a Raytheon Hawker 800 — a 15-seat jet co-owned by companies set up by broadcaster Joe Buck and former Rams quarterback Mark Bulger — was assessed last year at just $110,000, a fraction of its worth. Buck's and Bulger's companies each paid about $3,700 in taxes last year.

Zimmerman said plane owners who owe back taxes won't get that deal. Like McCaskill, they'll have to pay the full amount as if every mile were flown in-state.

"If, as I suspect, there is substantial noncompliance within St. Louis County, then folks that haven't paid are potentially on the hook for the full assessed valuation of the airplane at county standards," he said. "If people have failed to take advantage of the more generous options available from the state because they chose to hide an asset from St. Louis County, then that is going to be their problem."

More federal money comes to schools

By Elizabethe Holland STLtoday.com | Posted: Friday, May 6, 2011 11:55 pm

Missouri will receive an additional $8.9 million in federal funds aimed at turning around some of the state's persistently lowest achieving schools, the U.S. Department of Education announced this week. The money is in addition to $54 million in federal dollars for specific school improvement efforts over three years. The awards for first-year School Improvement Grants — which ranged from $50,000 to nearly $1.7 million for 32 schools statewide —were announced in the fall. The deadline for applications for second-year grants is June 13.

The additional money announced this week will be awarded to eligible schools that did not receive any of the $54 million.

Rivers falling at Cairo and New Madrid, cresting at Caruthersville, Mo. 

By Tim O'Neil  STLtoday.com | Posted: Sunday, May 8, 2011 12:05 am 

The Ohio River at Cairo, Ill., continued its slow fall Saturday, but residents won't be allowed to stay overnight until officials are confident the floodwall and levees will hold, a spokesman said.

"We still need to see more relief for these levees," said Fire Department Capt. Tronzo Graham. "At least things aren't worse."

The town of about 2,800 residents has been under mandatory evacuation for a week. Graham said residents can return home from 10 a.m. to 6 p.m., but can't stay overnight.

The Ohio at Cairo had risen 2 feet above its 1937 record until Monday night when the Army Corps of Engineers blew up a stretch of levee at Birds Point on the Missouri bank of the Mississippi, just downstream of the confluence of the two rivers. The breach allowed water to rush into the 132,000-acre New Madrid Floodway, designed in 1928 to give relief to Cairo. The Ohio fell at Cairo, spared behind its floodwalls, but the Mississippi swamped the farms and homes on the floodway in Mississippi County, Mo.

The Ohio fell below the 1937 level Friday, but still has to drop an additional 19 feet to go below flood stage there.

At New Madrid, Mo., just west of where the floodway returns its flow into the Mississippi, the river crested Thursday a few inches over its 1937 record and was falling Saturday. The town remained dry behind levees, authorities said.

In Missouri, the current test is in Caruthersville, about 35 miles south of New Madrid. The river appeared to have crested Saturday 1.5 feet above the 1937 level and was expected to begin a slow fall. A police spokeswoman said the city had not ordered an evacuation as of Saturday night and may not have to.

State announces flood insurance information site

Sunday, May 8, 2011
Southeast Missourian
The Missouri Department of Insurance has put together information about insurance claims for flood damage at its website, insurance.mo.gov/consumer/weather/floodresources.htm. 

The online resources include details for how flood damage is covered, depending on whether it affects homes, cars or 

crops. 

Most homeowners and renters insurance policies don't cover flood damage. To be covered, consumers need a policy through the National Flood Insurance Program. Policies have a 30-day waiting period before they're effective. Consumers with coverage should contact the agent who sold them their flood insurance policy, or the National Flood Insurance Program at floodsmart.gov or 888-379-9531. 

Farmers with crop damage should contact their crop insurance agent as soon as possible. They can also contact the Risk Management Agency at rma.usda.gov or call 202-690-2803. 

Several measures set for passage this week

11:00 PM, May. 7, 2011

Written by Roseann Moring  News-Leader 

The legislative session ends Friday, leaving state lawmakers one week to pass priority legislation. Even bills that are almost all the way through the process can get lost in the hectic last week of session.

Notable bills poised for passage this week include:

» A proposal that would help facilitate the construction of a NASCAR-style race track in Hollister

» Bills that would impose some of the strictest anti-abortion laws in the country

» Economic development packages, including proposed lower caps on some tax credits

» A bill that would allow the courts to impose in-home suspension with electronic ankle monitoring instead of jail, which was proposed at the suggestion of Greene County

» A bill that would require driver's license tests be taken in English

» A proposal to require drug testing for recipients of the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families program

Other controversial proposals appear to be dead, but they could be resurrected this week. Among those are:

» Proposals to change K-12 education, including an expansion of charter schools and an end to teacher tenure

» Bills that would restrict unions from negotiating a contract that forces employees to pay union fees, known by supporters as "right-to-work"

» A bill that would impose more regulations on the payday loan industry

If these bills do not make it to the governor's desk this year, they would have to be refiled and go through the legislative process that begins in January.

It’s Down to the wire

Tax credits, education issues face legislators in final week of session

Jimmy Myers St. Joseph News-Press 

POSTED: 11:31 pm CDT May 7, 2011UPDATED: 11:39 pm CDT May 7, 2011
Five legislative days remain for Missouri lawmakers to push through major issues remaining on the calendar. 

With a $23 billion budget passed and behind them, members of the House and Senate have tax credits, education issues, abortion, CAFOs, meth labs, guns laws, English-only drivers’ licenses, and several other issues to tackle by 6 p.m. Friday, the constitutionally-set end of the session. Legislators had their first day of session Jan. 5, when 78 of 163 House members entered as freshmen. 

State Sen. Brad Lager, R-Savannah, has a couple of district-related issues he’ll try to push through, but he’ll also likely be working for a veto override on a bill regarding employment law. His bill, which was vetoed by the governor April 29, modifies the law relating to the Missouri Human Rights Act and employment discrimination. Employment law reform is one of the Missouri Chamber of Commerce’s “fix the six” key issues. 

Mr. Lager said over the last several years, Missouri courts have rewritten employment law and discrimination law to the point where “we’re the most liberal in the nation.” 

“I believe it is the job of the legislative branch, not the judicial branch, to write public policy,” he said. 

St. Joseph House members Delus Johnson, Galen Higdon and sole Democrat Pat Conway, have an eye on a safety sales tax issue that will have to get amended to a bigger bill in this final week, after dying in committee. The tax issue would allow St. Joseph voters to impose a retail sales tax of up to .5 percent for the operation of public safety departments, including compensation, pension programs, health care and additional equipment and facilities. 

Mr. Johnson, a longtime firefighter, said as much as 70 percent of the equipment in the department is nearing or is at its 10-year shelf life and needs replaced. Older firehouses are also in need of maintenance. 

“What I’ve found out is that it’s pretty hard to get a bill passed into law,” said Mr. Johnson, a freshman legislator who found success and failure in passing bills this session. “It needs to be like that.” 

Rep. Casey Guernsey, R-Bethany, said there are a number of contentious bills that have “bottlenecked” in this last week of session. A particularly controversial bill that he thinks will come up for discussion is the teacher tenure/salary bill that would significantly alter the way elementary and secondary teachers are employed. The bill would establish a salary formula based on performance and would strip away tenure. 

Tax-credit programs across the state are also under review. A task force identified 20-plus programs and recommended they be phased out or ended. Mr. Guernsey said those will likely be addressed before 6 p.m. Friday. 

Several local legislators, including Mr. Higdon, a retired sheriff’s deputy, are behind a bill that seeks to reduce the number of methamphetamine labs in Missouri by requiring a prescription for a cold medicine used in meth. State Sen. Dr. Rob Schaaf, R-St. Joseph, said earlier in the year that he’d filibuster the bill if it made it to the Senate, because ephedrine is the best over-the-counter treatment for colds and it would be cost prohibitive for patients and time-consuming for doctors to acquire a prescription for it. 

However, he said last week — after learning that the gel form of the drug wouldn’t require a prescription — that he might rethink his position.

Budget keeps school funds about the same

11:00 PM, May. 7, 2011

Written by Claudette Riley News-Leader 

Despite some last-minute heartburn, the recently approved state budget gives Missouri school districts roughly the same amount of funding Gov. Jay Nixon proposed months ago.

They will receive $3 billion in basic aid for the second straight year, maintaining flat state funding. However, the annual amount is nearly $180 million less than what is called for under the state's complicated school funding formula.

Many districts, including Springfield, put off in-depth budget discussion until state funding levels were known.

"The only thing we're planning on for next year, right now, is that we'll receive flat funding on the formula," said Springfield Public Schools' Chief Financial Officer Steve Chodes. "So that's built into our revenue projections for next year."

In January, Nixon outlined a proposal to maintain flat funding for K-12 by offsetting a projected shortfall with federal stimulus funds. That plan was eventually approved, despite a push by some lawmakers to refuse the federal help.

The loss of that funding would have triggered deep budget cuts. Districts rely on the funding formula to provide baseline amounts of state funding each year.

Some funding specifics have yet to be released but one area, school transportation, is expected to receive $108 million, which is $10 million more than schools received this year but less than the previous year.

Citing state and federal funding uncertainty, Springfield's budget work session was rescheduled for Tuesday with the hope that key factors, including finalizing the first contract with teachers developed through collective bargaining, would be complete.

The district and the teachers, represented by the Springfield National Education Association, have been meeting for months hoping for an agreement.

A 2011-12 operating budget must be approved by the end of June. The next fiscal year starts July 1.

The planning process for next year's budget started at the board retreat last summer.

Earlier this year, Ridder proposed more than $1 million in administrative staff cuts. The district also slowed spending in other areas to save money during this school year.

The district was bracing for a difficult budget year. The board has cut spending in recent years, after an economic downturn led to a drop in expected state funding levels.

Chodes announced good news recently. He said revenue projections for this year are expected to exceed the budgeted amount by $3.5 million.

The increase in property and sales taxes provides hope the economy is improving and gives the districts a little breathing room going into next year.

Chodes said during the budget work session Tuesday, he plans to present "an update on current year picture as well as the latest projection on next year's revenue."

He said additional information will include potential budget reductions and a list of "critical need" for next year plus "what impact all of those above items will have on the fund balance."

The "fund balance" offers a critical cushion during the inevitable ebbs and flows of school funding.

After the budget work session, Chodes will likely be called on to refine the budget proposal so it can be presented at a future meeting. He said it's possible another budget work session could be scheduled. "It depends on the direction we get from the board," he said.

Assessor takes biggest cut in state budget

11:00 PM, May. 7, 2011

Written by Roseann Moring  News-Leader 

Under next year's state budget awaiting the governor's signature, Greene County and other local entities would fare relatively well. But the governor has indicated he plans to cut that budget, and he hasn't said where.

The General Assembly passed the $23 billion state budget on Thursday night. Because the state was expected to lose federal stimulus money in the fiscal year beginning July 1, entities around the state had been bracing for steep cuts.

Greene County largely relies on state money. Presiding Commissioner Jim Viebrock said he's happy with the proposal passed by the General Assembly, which would fund the county at almost the same level as the last year.

Viebrock said the county plans to re-evaluate spending around July, and the commissioners hope to find money for more staffers in the law enforcement arena. That will depend on local sales tax revenue, he said.

"The sales tax is still very iffy," he said. "One month it's up, one month it's down."

The largest county cut in the state budget is to the Assessor's Office, which will sees a reduction of at least $50,000 annually on top of cuts from previous years. Assessor Rick Kessinger said he's going to try to find cuts in his office without laying off staff.

"I'm so short-staffed as it is," he said.

Instead, Kessinger said he hopes to hold off buying equipment that would have made his office run more efficiently. For example, he had planned to buy devices that allowed appraisers to file information from the field rather than writing it down and then entering it into a computer later.

"We'll just get along with what we have," he said.

Missouri State University fares better than expected as well -- though it would see a 5.7 percent cut, a smaller reduction than the governor originally proposed.

With that extra money, MSU and other higher education institutions agreed to decrease out-of-pocket costs to students.

Paul Kincaid, the MSU president's chief of staff, said he is not yet sure how the university will do that.

"We will begin talking about options and possibilities on Monday, but probably not have answers for awhile," he said in an e-mail.

"As part of the process, I am sure we will want to consult students."

Legislators also allocated money for the Missouri Fine Arts Academy and public broadcasting, programs that run through the university.

But the budget is not finalized. Gov. Jay Nixon's budget director, Linda Luebbering, said no final decisions had been made, but she expects the governor to somehow cut at least $30 million.

Last year, the governor withheld $300 million from the budget, saying revenues had not come in at high enough levels. He eventually released $17.5 million of that.

Luebbering said she doesn't think this year's gubernatorial cut will be close to that.

"We've come through two very challenging years," she said.

Viebrock, a former state legislator, said he's not worried about the governor's expected cut of $30 million.

"I doubt (the county is) where it's going to come from," he said.

Luebbering said the governor generally signs the budget in mid-June.

State legislators -- Republicans and Democrats alike -- lauded the compromise budget reached by the House and Senate as it was passing through the General Assembly Thursday night.

"With the money we had available, we did a good job with it," said Rep. Sara Lampe of Springfield, the ranking Democrat on the House Budget Committee.

Unemployment benefits process detailed

11:00 PM, May. 7, 2011

Written by Roseann Moring News-Leader 

A reader wrote in after a filibuster over unemployment benefits to ask that the News-Leader explain how unemployment benefits work and how recipients are held accountable.
The question came in response to the actions of four state senators who filibustered a 20-week extension in federal unemployment benefits earlier this year.

The senators eventually allowed the extension to be approved, but in return they asked for a permanent six-week cut to future state unemployment benefits from 26 to 20 weeks.

Said the e-mail: "For example, what is the amount an unemployed person receives per week? Is it related to what the person was making on her previous job? And what kind of accountability is required to continue to receive the benefits? What evidence do you have to show that you are seeking employment? Who do you report your efforts to in order to continue to receive the benefits? Are you entitled to refuse jobs you don't like or don't pay what you would like to receive?"

Amy Susan, the spokeswoman for the state Department of Labor and Industrial Relations, answered the questions.

According to Susan, the amount of money a person receives depends on how much that person was making. Susan said the minimum weekly benefit amount is $35 per week, the average is $244 and the maximum is $320.

When a person registers with the department, they are told they must make contact with a certain number of potential employers each week. For the first month, they must report in person.

Claimants must record contacts with employers with the Division of Employment Security.

Under law, recipients of unemployment benefits can only turn down a job if it meets the following criteria:

a. If the position offered is vacant due directly to a strike, lockout, or other labor dispute;

b. If the wages, hours or other conditions of the work offered are substantially less favorable to the individual than those prevailing for similar work in the locality;

c. If as a condition of being employed the individual would be required to join a company union or to resign from or refrain from joining any bona fide labor organization.

The claimant can take such a job and quit within 28 days and still receive benefits.

"This exception allows claimants to try a job that they might otherwise have turned down without losing their right to benefits," Susan said.

Mo. lawmakers advance texting-while-driving ban 

By WES DUPLANTIER | Associated Press STLtoday.com | Posted: Saturday, May 7, 2011 6:39 pm

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. -- Missouri's ban on sending and reading text messages while driving would be expanded to all drivers under legislation moving to the Missouri Senate with one week left in the legislative session.

The measure has become part of a larger public safety bill that passed the House last month and is pending before a Senate committee this week.

A Missouri law passed in 2009 currently bans anyone 21 and younger from texting while driving.

Rep. Don Wells, the sponsor of the pending anti-texting legislation, said he voted for the 2009 law, but later regretted doing so because of the law's age restriction.

According to the Governor's Highway Safety Association, 31 states have laws banning all drivers from sending text messages behind the wheel. An additional nine states have laws that limit texting while driving based on the driver's age or license status. Missouri's age limit is the highest among states with such a law.

"Missouri was the laughingstock of the country for passing that law," said Wells, R-Cabool.

While outlawing traditional texting while driving, Wells' legislation still would allow drivers to send messages with hands-free devices, such as a Bluetooth earpiece. He said that would minimize distractions while driving.

One hurdle Wells' anti-texting legislation faces is the clock, which is ticking toward the end of the legislative session at 6 p.m. Friday.

The larger public safety bill is to go before a Senate judiciary committee Monday night. If the committee approves the bill, it could be debated by the full Senate. If the Senate does not modify to the bill, that chamber can vote to give the bill final passage and send it to Gov. Jay Nixon.

But the Senate could make changes to the bill, sending it back to the House for another vote. That could take time, as many other bills are also jockeying for position on each chamber's legislative calendar.

Another potential roadblock is skepticism that extending the ban to all drivers would make the state's streets any safer.

Rep. Nick Marshall, R-Platte City, who spoke against the anti-texting measure when it was before a House public safety committee, said the law would be too difficult to enforce. He also said it might cause people to think that government is intruding into more aspects of their lives.

"This law won't change people's behavior in the future," he said. "I think we do a disservice to the rule of law when we pass a law that people won't obey."

Missouri State Highway Patrol Cpt. Tim Hull said officers wrote 81 tickets for texting while driving between August 2009, when the law took effect, and the end of 2010.

He said the law is difficult to enforce because the officer must determine if a driver is sending a text message and then whether the driver is younger than 22. But he said officers could suspect people of texting while driving if drivers appear to be typing on a keyboard or looking down instead of at the road.

Proposals to ban texting while driving also have seen support from cell phone companies. Industry groups have created public service announcements aimed at discouraging teens from texting while driving, and lobbyists for Verizon and AT&T have spoken in support of the bills at legislative hearings in Missouri.

Verizon spokeswoman Brenda Hill said people can pull over to the side of the road if they have to send a text message.

"We want people to focus on driving while they're driving," she said.

Researchers have been examining how texting affects a driver's concentration. One 2009 study by the Virginia Tech Transportation Institute gained national attention with its conclusion that drivers are 23 times more likely to crash if they are texting while behind the wheel.

Wells said he thinks findings like that will generate more support in the Senate for a full ban than there might have been in 2009, when the law was limited to young drivers.

"Since then, I think they've realized that it doesn't matter what your age is, it's still so dangerous," Wells said. "It's not just a safety issue for you, but for everyone who is on the highway."

-----

Texting bill is HB600
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$1.95 million awarded in hog farm suit 
By Wally Kennedy The Joplin Globe Sat May 07, 2011, 11:16 PM CDT 

CLINTON, Mo. — Twelve Barton County plaintiffs, who alleged their way of life was turned upside down when a factory hog farm began operations in 2007 near their rural homes, were awarded $1.95 million in damages Saturday by a jury in Henry County.

In closing arguments Friday, the attorneys representing the plaintiffs, Charles Speer and Richard Middleton, had asked the jury to award $1 million in damages to each plaintiff. The attorneys also asked for punitive damages, but none were awarded.

Speer said the verdict was three times larger than the previous largest verdict by a jury in Henry County.

According to the instructions from Circuit Judge James Journey, nine or more members of the jury had to agree before any damages could be awarded. He told the jurors that “odors, flies or other emissions’’ had to “substantially impair’’ the plaintiffs’ use of their properties before they could award damages.

Other issues, he said, were irrelevant to their decision.

Journey told the jurors that if they found substantial impairment, the defendants could be liable for punitive damages if the defendants exhibited “evil motive’’ or “reckless indifference.’’

The jury found that one of the defendants, Paul Stefan, a Barton County resident who permitted the dispersal of hog waste on land he owns near the plaintiffs, would not pay any damages.

The jury found that Synergy, the Iowa-based company that owned the hogs, and Kenoma, the local company that raised the hogs, were liable for damages. It was not clear Saturday whether the companies would appeal the jury’s decision.

The jury awarded $225,000 each to Zach and Debbie Mcguire, and Darvin and Tish Bentlage; $350,000 to Gregory Harris; $175,000 each to Carol Huber, Dale Huber, and Kevin Huber; $75,000 each to Walter Howrey and Cindy Howrey, and $25,000 each to Helen Manke and the estate of her late husband, William Manke.

The trial, which lasted for two weeks, concluded at 4:30 p.m. Friday. Deliberations, which continued until 7 p.m. Friday, resumed at 8:30 a.m. Saturday and concluded with the verdict at 2 p.m.

On Thursday, the jury boarded a bus to tour the Synergy-Kenoma operations in Barton County, and to view the closeness of the plaintiff’s homes to those operations.

In his closing arguments, Middleton told the jury that Synergy came to Barton County from Iowa to skirt Iowa’s tougher regulations with regard to the operation of factory hog farms. He said the operation produced 200,000 hogs annually and millions of tons of waste that was dispersed on a footprint that was not large enough to handle that much waste.

He said, “They are responsible for the harms and losses that they have caused these plaintiffs.’’ Middleton said some of the farms operated by plaintiffs had been in their families for more than 100 years.

“They lived there long before Synergy came to Richland Township. They had their dreams, their hopes and their happiness wrapped up in the property they had invested in,’’ Middleton said. “Synergy poisoned the air, fouled the water and put hog waste full of toxins on the ground. They could not escape that in their homes.’’  

He said Synergy and Kenoma ignored the will of the people in Richland Township, where local residents tried unsuccessfully to regulate the hog concentrated animal feeding operations (CAFOs) by putting a new zoning rule before voters in the township. The township vote in April 2007 was 81 percent in favor of the new rule, but a judge threw out the vote because of a legal challenge by the hog companies.

Asked Middleton: “What was Synergy thinking when the community rose up and said, ‘We don’t want it here?’ ’’

Middleton said the companies continued to break the rules after the plaintiffs filed the nuisance lawsuit against them in 2008. They continued to break the rules after a representative of the Missouri Department of Natural Resources told them they were breaking the rules, he said.

“Synergy made a lot of choices. The people had no choices,’’ he said. “You can stop this kind of corporate behavior in Missouri.’’

Mark Feldman, attorney for Synergy, told the jury he was hoping the bus tour was helpful in showing the agricultural character of Barton County and that “raising pigs is not something that is foreign to the county.’’ He said the tour should have shown the plaintiffs live miles away from the hog barns operated by Kenoma and that the “factory farm complex’’ alleged by Middleton is spread over 7.5 square miles.

Feldman said the lawsuit is about “odors and flies’’ and that it’s not about water quality or a Department of Natural Resources permit. He said no community is a party to the case.

“The attorneys for the plaintiffs want you to be the Missouri Legislature. They want you to find that the laws here are deficient and that Missouri’s laws are not good enough,’’ Feldman said. “That is not what this case is about.’’

George Nichols, the attorney representing Stefan, said none of the plaintiffs is downwind of the prevailing winds. He pointed to conflicting testimony involving the Barton County witnesses who were called to testify about the odors they smelled and the flies they observed.

 He said the plaintiffs have a financial interest in the outcome of the trial.

“They want a million bucks each,’’ he said. “That number came out of thin air.’’

St. Louis falls out of the top 50 in population 

BY DOUG MOORE • STLtoday.com | Posted: Sunday, May 8, 2011 12:15 am

ST. LOUIS • For more than a century, St. Louis enjoyed a spot among the top 10 cities in the country.

But by 1970, the city had fallen to 18th. A decade later, to 26th. The city that once ranked fourth behind New York, Chicago and Philadelphia has now tumbled out of the top 50, based on numbers released by the Census Bureau last week.

St. Louis now stands at 57.

In a country fascinated with rankings, St. Louis has fared poorly in many of them, including on issues such as crime and health. While studies that led to the rankings have often been dismissed as flawed, where the city ends up can leave a lasting impression. Perception can become reality.

"People do pay attention to rankings. That's just the way we are," said Todd Swanstrom, a political science professor at the University of Missouri-St. Louis. "We're kind of obsessed."

Educators, politicians and urban planners all say it's a region's total population that matters more. In that case, St. Louis fares better. The area held at 18th, based on 2010 census numbers.

The metropolitan region gives "a better signal" of what makes a city when it comes to economic indicators such as the labor and housing markets, said John Logan, a sociology professor at Brown University.

"It might make a difference to St. Louis in how it feels about itself, but looking at the metro area is much more important," Logan said.

Across the country, the city of St. Louis ranked ninth in overall population drop, with nearly 29,000 fewer residents than a decade ago. But 20 cities fared worse in percentage lost. Not surprisingly, New Orleans topped the list in percentage loss. That city, devastated by Hurricane Katrina in 2005, now has 29 percent fewer residents than in 2000. (St. Louis' percentage drop was 8.3 percent.)

Six cities in Ohio and four in Michigan also were among those with the largest percent lost, victims of dwindling manufacturing jobs and more people moving to the South and Southwest, two of the fastest-growing regions in the country.

Detroit, less than a third the size of Chicago, lost more people than the Windy City - 237,493 compared to 200,418. As a result, Detroit fell to 19th from 10th, leaving room for San Jose, Calif., to slide into the top 10.

Charles Schmitz is a dean and education professor at the University of Missouri-St. Louis and co-founder of a new group called St. Louis is a World Class City.

He said the rankings that come from such things as census numbers are exactly why combining the city with St. Louis County makes sense. Such a merger would make St. Louis the eighth-largest city in the nation, tucked between San Antonio and San Diego. Currently, the city of St. Louis is between Colorado Springs, Colo., and Wichita, Kan.

Similar mergers have boosted other cities such as Indianapolis (11th) and Nashville (22nd).

People outside of St. Louis don't make a distinction between the city and the county. They view it all as one, Schmitz said.

"At the end, we're all painted with the same brush for good or bad," Schmitz said. Merging the county and the city has been a political topic for years, and there are talks going on between the two, although leaders refer to it as more of a collaboration than merger.

Jeff Rainford, chief of staff for St. Louis Mayor Francis Slay, said city growth is good, and ideally what is wanted. But in the meantime, the city's focus is on improving St. Louis for those who are here.

"It's better to be smaller but have a higher quality of life than to be bigger and have a lower quality of life," Rainford said. The city is still hamstrung by poor public education options, he said. Until that issue is addressed, St. Louis will struggle to grow, he said.

Ultimately, Rainford said, a rank is just a number and not representative of the attributes of a city. "Everything is a list. Most people love to look at lists," he said. "They make for cool chatter over Friday night beers, but I don't think anyone makes life decisions over them."

College newspaper advisers find job precarious 

ALAN SCHER ZAGIER Associated Press

COLUMBIA, Mo. (AP) -- A warning to college newspaper advisers in Missouri: Teaching students to cover the news with the same zeal as the pros could mean a trip to the unemployment line.
Missouri Southern State University recently told its award-winning student newspaper adviser that he won't be able to return in the fall. Thomas "T.R." Hanrahan said the only reason given for his ouster is that the Joplin school "wants to go in a different direction." The student-run Chart, a weekly, has been notably aggressive in its coverage of school President Bruce Speck, but Hanrahan said there's "no evidence (his removal) was in response to that reporting."

St. Louis University also removed its student newspaper adviser several years ago under similar circumstances. Avis Meyer, a former St. Louis Post-Dispatch editor and SLU newspaper adviser since 1975, remains a tenured professor at the private Catholic school, but has been barred from the offices of the independent U. News since 2008.

Loyal student editors continue to include Meyer's name on the weekly paper's masthead as a "mentor" alongside his replacement's name. And his ouster by the Rev. Laurence Biondi, the Jesuit school's president, hasn't kept student journalists from huddling with Meyer every Wednesday night on a darkened downtown St. Louis street, page proofs in hand.

"We stand outside like I'm selling cigarettes from the trunk of my car in Mexico," Meyer said. A university spokesman did not respond to an Associated Press request for comment.

Student press advocates say such apparent retaliation for hard-hitting news coverage is common on college campuses. While courts generally acknowledge greater free press privileges among college journalists than their younger peers, that freedom is far from absolute, said Frank LoMonte, executive director of the Student Press Law Center in northern Virginia.

Advisers, not students, often bear the brunt of administrative anger, he said - especially, if like Hanrahan, they are at-will employees who lack tenure.

"There are two occupations in America that are more dangerous the better you are at them," said LoMonte. "Journalism adviser and suicide bomber."

The Arlington, Va., legal center doesn't systematically track such cases, but receives an average of five to six reports of fired advisers each year, he said. The actual number is likely higher, according to LoMonte, since journalism advisers stripped of that duty but remaining on a university's payroll are less likely to take their concerns public.

In late April, the student newspaper adviser at the University of Texas at Tyler was fired in response to unspecified complaints from sources the school would not identify. She lost her health insurance weeks before scheduled brain surgery.

And in Manhattan, Kan., Kansas State University students filed a federal lawsuit against the school after their adviser's 2004 removal. A federal appeals court sided with the school three years later, ruling that the two women who brought the suit no longer had a First Amendment fight since they were out of school.

In Joplin, Hanrahan's students broke the news in December of the hiring of an accounting professor who had been convicted months earlier of embezzlement in Ohio. He later resigned.

Missouri Southern student journalists also were the first in town to report on the planned closing of a campus child development center in 2009 - a move that was quickly reversed amid widespread protests.

And in 2008, the university's student enrollment director ordered copies of the school paper to be removed from a high school recruitment fair because of a story on declining campus enrollment.

This week, students and faculty in Missouri Southern's communications department honored Hanrahan as their teacher of the year. He was also named the top college journalism adviser in 2010 by a statewide professional association, and his students have won top honors in national writing contests.

"What's baffling to so many students, alumni and professional colleagues is why would you replace a man who brought the school numerous awards, and won numerous awards for his work," said senior Aaron DuRall, who organized a campus rally and "show of solidarity" for Hanrahan on Friday.

A university spokesman declined to comment, citing the private nature of personnel decisions. He referred to previous comments by the department chairman pledging that The Chart will "continue to be a voice on campus, and continue its award-winning style."

Just how loud a voice remains to be seen. In both small and large communities, student journalists serve as public watchdogs in corners of academia where the local press is too busy or disinterested to pay attention, LoMonte said.

"The professional news media can't be everywhere 

KRASKE: Redistricting's raw politics involving Cleaver, Carnahan, Clay

Steve Kraske. KC STAR PRIME BUZZ BLOG 

The thing I love about redistricting fights is that they strip all the bark off the trees.

The raw ambitions of every member of Congress are exposed for all the world to see. Winners and losers stand out clearly. Conclusions are easy to draw.

Which politicians fought for the common good? Who was just out for themselves?

Last week, the right honorables in Jefferson City overrode Gov. Jay Nixon’s veto of the proposed boundaries of the state’s eight congressional districts, finalizing a new map. 

As I’ve written before, this process is the most brazen, bare-knuckled task in all of politics. Its chief goal in Missouri, and so many other states, is to draw a map that will allow incumbents to easily win re-election.

It’s a sham that results in more ideological members of Congress. Reform is desperately needed.

But I digress. Here’s what we learned, and it was a lot:

Republicans win — again.
This is becoming habit for the Missouri GOP. In a bid to fortify former Cong. Dick Gephardt’s presidential ambitions 10 years ago, Democrats ceded a lot of turf, and Republicans profited. This time around, the GOP controlled the process with their big majorities in both the House and Senate.

But that doesn’t diminish what they achieved here. They’ve basically taken a 50-50 state and flipped it into one for six Republican congressmen and just two Democrats.

Now ask yourself: Is Missouri — one of the nation’s great bellwethers where John McCain and Barack Obama battled to a 49-percent-each draw three years ago — a GOP state by a 6:2 ratio?

At week’s end, even Democrats were flogging themselves. 

“What that maps says is that we are a 75 percent Republican state, which anybody who knows Missouri politics…knows is not true,” House Minority Leader Mike Talboy, a Kansas City Democrat, told Missouri News Horizon.

Democrats got whupped.

Here’s what’s worse: Democrats gave up without a fight.
Although they are badly outgunned in the General Assembly, Democrats still control the governor’s office.

A spirited fight might have given Democrats a shot at a 5 to 3 map (five Republicans, three Democrats) or even a 5-2-1, where the “one” signifies a toss-up district.

But Nixon refused to engage early on. He never pulled his party together and said, “Let’s fight this thing” with a clear goal in mind. He did issue his late veto, but in a way that gave Republicans plenty of time to muster an override. It was a half-baked effort from a governor never known as a fight-to-the-death Democrat.

Russ Carnahan was badly outmaneuvered.
This process revealed — in huge glowing neon letters — that the Carnahan name isn’t what it once was.

Congressman Russ Carnahan of St. Louis is the odd man out. He was the Democrat left holding the short straw as Missouri moves from a nine-member delegation to eight.

Insiders all over Missouri said Carnahan failed to build the necessary relationships in the General Assembly to save himself.

Save for a Carnahan switcheroo, where Secretary of State Robin Carnahan opts not to run for re-election so that brother Russ can takes her place, he’s probably done with politics.

Emanuel Cleaver and Lacy Clay, the state’s two remaining Democratic congressmen, declined to throw Russ Carnahan a lifeline.
Without leadership from Nixon, it was every man for himself. Cleaver and Clay recognized that, and Cleaver sidled up to fellow congressman, Republican Sam Graves, to save himself.

Cleaver did well. His new gerrymandered district boasts a Democratic performance of 65 percent.

Life is now good for The Rev and Cong. Clay, too.

But not for Russ Carnahan. And that’s why a frustrated Carnahan reportedly confronted Cleaver on the House floor last week. Carnahan wanted help from Cleaver, but didn’t get it.

Said Cleaver, “He’s angry.”

A few weeks ago, Politico reported that Carnahan confronted Clay on the floor and dropped an f-bomb. However, Carnahan (I’m told by Cleaver’s spokesman) didn’t f-bomb Cleaver — a Methodist minister who officiated at his Robin Carnahan’s wedding.

Ike Skelton was missed.
In the past, the congressman from Lexington, the state’s senior statesman, always was around to bring order to the madness. But he was defeated last fall.

Here comes a lawsuit.
There’s lots of early buzz about someone, somewhere, filing suit over this map. And somebody should.

Because I guarantee this: There’s barely more than an ounce of interest in the General Assembly to reform the process and bring to Missouri a non-partisan, sensible redistricting process such as Iowa’s.

Legislative leaders know the furor over redistricting will pass like a summertime thunderstorm that rattles the windows for a while, but disappears over the horizon an hour later.

Missouri GOP split on challenger for Sen. McCaskill 

THE HILL   By Sean J. Miller - 05/06/11 05:18 PM ET 
Missouri Republicans may have a competitive Senate primary on their hands.

A new poll shows Rep. Todd Akin (R-Mo.) in a dead heat with former Treasurer Sarah Steelman (R). Akin hasn't yet declared whether he'll pursue a bid for the GOP nomination to face Sen. Claire McCaskill (D-Mo.). But if he decides to run, he may have the edge.
In a new survey by Public Policy Polling, Akin took 29 percent of the vote to 28 percent for Steelman. Rounding out the field, there was 9 percent for attorney Ed Martin and 6 percent for Republican John Brunner.

The Democratic-leaning firm surveyed 400 Missouri GOP primary voters from April 28 to May 1. The margin of error for the survey was plus or minus 4.9 percent.
Perhaps more troubling for Steelman, the latest campaign finance reports show Akin has $910,000 in his congressional account, while the former treasurer had $193,528 banked and Martin had $158,858 saved for the primary. 

A spokeswoman for the Missouri Democratic Party predicted a bloody primary on the GOP side. 
"Todd Akin and Sarah Steelman will have to wage an expensive and vicious primary to get their party's nomination in this Senate race, while Claire McCaskill continues to work effectively on behalf of Missouri's families," Caitlin Legacki said in a statement.
--Updated at 4:10 p.m. May 7
Tester joins Wisconsin Democrats at Missouri party's annual Jefferson-Jackson Dinner

By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter 

Posted 4:44 pm Fri., 5.6.11 

U.S. Sen. Jon Tester, a Democrat from Montana, will share the spotlight with several fellow Democrats in Wisconsin's legislature at the Missouri Democratic Party's annual Jefferson-Jackson Dinner, its top money-raising event and held in St. Louis. The event is set for June 17 at the Renaissance Grand hotel.

Tester (right) is touted as "an outspoken Democratic voice for rural America, working families, small businesses, and family agriculture. ... He celebrates integrity, common sense, and transparency in government."

In a way, he fits in with different aspects of what Missouri's two top Democrats on the 2012 ticket -- U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill, D-Mo., and Gov. Jay Nixon -- try to publicly project. Tester reflects Nixon's continued campaign to woo rural Missourians, in the wake of state Democrats' longstanding weakness, and McCaskill's efforts to cast herself as a fiscal conservative.

Meanwhile, the Wisconsin Democrats -- who fled to Illinois for weeks to block anti-labor legislation -- exemplify the fighting image that some Missouri Democrats, and labor, seek to embrace.

However, that effort took a hit with last week's debaucle over the GOP's successful override of Nixon's veto of the congressional redistricting map that does away with the Democratic district of U.S. Rep. Russ Carnahan, D-St. Louis, curbs the region's clout in Washington, and heightens the longstanding tensions between the party's racial factions at home.

Former President Bill Clinton challenges University of Central Missouri graduate students

SEDALIA DEMOCRAT  Dennis Rich

2011-05-06 23:16:01


WARRENSBURG — Former President Bill Clinton told University of Central Missouri graduate students “the world is more interdependent than at any time in history,” and challenged them to help create a world “where opportunities and responsibilities are equally shared.”

Clinton, who received an honorary doctorate of humane letters from UCM on Friday, spoke to a crowd of nearly 6,000 during commencement ceremonies for graduate students in Warrensburg. Clinton was recognized for the efforts of the William Jefferson Clinton Foundation — dedicated to helping the U.S. and other countries meet the challenges of this increase interdependence — and the Clinton Climate Initiative.

“If you want to make the most of your life, you have to face this interdependence,” Clinton said.

The former president called the last few years of economic crisis in the United States and around the world “a bleak period,” and referenced the recent killing of al-Qaida leader Osama bin Laden and this year’s multiple uprising in many Middle Eastern countries during his remarks.

Clinton said most Americans, and many residents of New York hold “a grim understanding that what happened (to bin Laden) had to come to pass.”

 The darker parts of current events are balanced, Clinton said, by advances in technology and medicine and an increasing sense of understanding among people.

Clinton said he hoped to see a world where people “celebrate our differences, but think our common humanity maters more.”

“If you don’t think we are all in this together, we are toast. That is the decision each of you will have to make,” Clinton said.

UCM developed a relationship with the Clinton Climate Initiative (CCI) during a $36 million retrofitting on campus in 2009 that included some on-site alternative energy generation projects and increased energy efficiency across campus. Campus officials said the CCI aided the university with some design elements and helped the university secure financing for the project.

Clinton said “changing the way we produce and consume energy is the single most important thing we can do,” to both address climate change and create a robust economy in the 21st century.

“Global warming is real,” Clinton said. “This is about sharing the future. None of you have to agree with my point of view. If you don’t, you need your own and it needs to be based on facts.”

He said of the 44 developed nations that signed the 1997 Kyoto Treaty — which sought reduction in greenhouse gas emissions with a target date of 2012 — only four nations, Germany, Denmark, Sweden and the United Kingdom would reach those goals.

Clinton challenged the notion that such reductions inherently mean a lower standard of living, and noted those four countries saw faster job and economic growth, less unemployment, and less income inequality “because they changed the way they produce and consumer energy.”

He said economic conditions that have seen vast amounts of wealth concentrated in fewer hands are a kind of “new radicalism.”

“It is a deliberate increase in inequality,” Clinton said.

Clinton praised UCM’s work to increase energy efficiency on campus, and the development of new program fields dedicated to addressing energy and climate issues. UCM was among a number of universities to sign a climate commitment pledge through the CCI. Following the economic collapse in 2008, Clinton said, all but two of those universities — UCM and Lee College in Houston — put their efforts on hold.

“When people look around for a place that refused to retreat into its shell, they will stumble upon you because of what you did here on this energy issue,” Clinton said.

Bill Clinton speaks at Central Missouri 

ALAN SCHER ZAGIER | Associated Press Writer STLtoday.com | Posted: Saturday, May 7, 2011 12:20 am 

WARRENSBURG, Mo. -- Days after the U.S. military operation that led to Osama bin Laden's death, former President Bill Clinton focused on the battle against global warming rather than the war on terror Friday night during his graduation remarks to the University of Central Missouri.

The two-term Democratic president came to Warrensburg to receive an honorary doctorate degree at the school's commencement ceremony for graduate students. Making the first visit to the school by a former U.S. commander in chief since Harry S. Truman, Clinton encouraged the Class of 2011 and thousands more in attendance to join his efforts fighting excessive energy production and consumption.

"Changing the way we produce and consume energy is the single most important thing we can do," Clinton said.

Clinton lauded a $36 million effort at Central Missouri to make older campus buildings more energy efficient. He also praised the school's planned National Energy Retrofit Institute at its Lee's Summit satellite campus, which plans to retrain displaced construction workers and housing industry workers.

The New York resident spoke only briefly about bin Laden's death, framing it in the context of the challenges graduates face in a world where the terror threat remains strong while an economic recovery remains elusive.

Clinton received several standing ovations and was greeted with applause a half-dozen times, including when he urged the audience to transcend partisan politics and ideological differences to lessen economic inequality.

"This is not a Republican or Democratic argument. This is the new radicalism," he said. "If you don't think we're all in this together, we're toast."

Clinton's appearance generated significant buzz at the university, which is about 65 miles southeast of Kansas City. The 2,500 tickets made available to students, faculty, staff and the general public beyond those offered to new graduates and their guests were snapped up in less than six hours on Wednesday, said school spokesman Jeff Murphy. The former president was not paid for his appearance, Murphy said.

The university honored Clinton for his commitment to education and philanthropy as well as his service to the country. That includes his work through the William J. Clinton Foundation to promote worldwide health and economic development initiatives, as well as his post-presidential trips to disasters such as Hurricane Katrina in New Orleans and the 2009 earthquake in Haiti.

Clinton in turn was equally effusive about the school's conservation efforts, which he said "put this university on the forefront of energy efficiency."

"This campus is a place that is creating the possibilities of the future," he said.

Clinton to UCM students: ‘We’re all in it together’

By STEVE KRASKE
The Kansas City Star 

WARRENSBURG, Mo. | Former President Bill Clinton had a blunt message Friday night for graduates at the University of Central Missouri:

“We are all in it together,” the 42nd president said.

That is, more than ever before, the world is an interconnected place where even the actions of folks in mid-Missouri can affect residents halfway around the world. More people need to recognize that, Clinton said.

“If you don’t think we are all in this together, we are toast,” he said. “That is the fundamental decision all of us have to make.”

Citizens of the world need to develop a decision-making standard that includes the idea of how one’s actions affect others elsewhere. Individuals need to make calls that help bolster world stability to counter the rampant instability that afflicts millions of people, he said.

“We’ve got to share the future,” Clinton said.

In becoming the first current or former president to visit the UCM campus since Harry Truman, Clinton barely mentioned the killing of terrorist leader Osama bin Laden. He said only that it had been a busy week for the nation.

Clinton expressed thanks to the university for its campuswide commitment to energy conservation.

The university is wrapping up a $36.1 million energy “retrofit” involving two dozen buildings. With the help of the Clinton Foundation, work began in 2009 and is to be completed this summer.

People of flooded Missouri town keep the faith that they won’t be forgotten
By Mary Delach Leonard, Beacon staff  

Posted 8:39 pm Fri., 5.6.11 

MOREHOUSE, MO. -- “THIS TOO SHALL PASS”

It is a message of a town’s faith, carefully hand-lettered onto a signboard and placed for all to see on Highway 114 at the edge of Morehouse, Mo., a Bootheel town that was devastated last week by flash flooding.

The floodwater has been slowly receding, but on Wednesday evening much of the community remained impassable, with home after home standing empty in the watery brown soup.

“Understandably, people are stressed. But people have got a strong Christian backbone, and they pull together,’’ said George Kruse, who moved to Morehouse several years ago. “It’s a community of small resources but much faith.’’

Kruse said he is impressed by the can-do spirit of his neighbors in this town of 1,000 people, about 10 miles from Sikeston in New Madrid County.

Although the nation’s attention has been focused on the misery of flood-ravaged towns along the Mississippi River -- and the controversy surrounding the decision by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers to breach the levee and activate the Birds Point-New Madrid Floodway -- much of the rest of southeast Missouri is also waterlogged. Record spring rains have overwhelmed the elaborate web of ditches, levees and diversion channels that make up the Little River Drainage District, formed in 1907 to drain the lowlands that stretch across seven counties in the Bootheel.

Lifelong residents of Morehouse say they have never witnessed anything like this disaster -- water that seemed to appear from nowhere on April 27.

Missouri National Guard Soldiers from the 1140th Engineer Battalion’s Forward Support Company and Headquarters and Headquarters Company help place sandbags in Morehouse at the end of April.

A slideshow of the flooding, taken on May 4 by the Beacon's Mary Delach Leonard, is at end of story.

“It came up like a nightmare in the middle of the night,’’ said George Beck who serves on the board of First Baptist Church of Morehouse which opened an emergency shelter that night to take in senior citizens evacuated from a Housing Authority complex.

By 10 a.m., the next morning, the floodwater was rising by 2 inches an hour, said the Rev. Randy Conn, pastor of First Baptist.

The water rose so fast that most residents were unable to move their possessions from their homes. Troops from the Missouri National Guard arrived to help sandbag, but the water eventually covered about three-quarters of the town.

Morehouse residents say their situation was worsened because of an emergency earthen berm constructed along the westbound lanes of Route 60 by the Missouri Department of Transportation to keep that thoroughfare open from flooding. The berm, they say, prevented the water from flowing out of Morehouse and across the highway, causing the flood levels to rise dramatically in town.

MoDOT officials dispute the allegation.

'A lot of unknowns'

The good news in Morehouse is the spirit of giving from faith-based organizations that have rallied around the community, as residents wait to hear whether they will qualify for federal disaster relief.

Area churches of all denominations have collected donations of food, clothing and furniture and have taken turns bringing meals to the shelter. The disaster relief organization of the Southern Baptist Convention provided a portable shower unit, and volunteers have pledged to help with the town’s cleanup.

“The support we’ve received is tremendous,’’ said Conn. About 30 people were still living at the church’s family life center on Friday.

Larry Davidson, the town’s mayor pro-tem who was visiting with residents at the shelter, agreed that the assistance from the churches has been wonderful.

“We are not forgotten,’’ he said.

Even so, hope for the future is tempered by the realities of what lies ahead for a town that was already facing tough times, Davidson said.

With unemployment in New Madrid County above 9 percent, it remains to be seen what impact the widespread flooding will have on local jobs. The town’s population was already declining – to 973 in the 2010 census from 1,015 residents before. Median household income in Morehouse was $23,250 in 2009.

“Everything they’ve got, they’ve got in their little house,’’ Davidson said.

Most residents say they didn’t have flood insurance -- because the town never floods – and won’t have the financial resources to repair their flood-damaged properties. Davidson he said he has already talked to residents who plan to relocate.

But the people have banded together to get through disasters before -- as they did after an ice storm paralyzed Southeast Missouri in 2009, Davidson said.

“It’s a good little community and the people are willing to pull together, but this is so stressful,’’ he said. “This one has a lot of unknowns. We will bounce back -- to what we don’t know.’’

No where for the water to go

Beck, whose home was flooded, has been living in the First Baptist shelter for a week with his wife Marsha and dog Sassy. Because of his board position with the church, he helps run the shelter and jokes that he has become the unofficial mayor of the place.

George Beck rests with Sassy at the shelter at the First Baptist Church, where he also serves on the board.

He believes the flooding would have stabilized and would have been limited to a smaller section of the town had MoDOT not built the berm along Route 60, trapping the water in Morehouse.

“People are very dissatisfied with MoDOT,’’ Beck said, adding that some homeowners are meeting with attorneys to discuss a possible class-action suit.

Cheryl Ball, assistant district engineer for MoDOT’s southeast district, said the department has no data to suggest that its work to keep Route 60 open had an impact on the flooding in Morehouse.

MoDOT is responsible for keeping Route 60 passable because it is one of two primary routes into Southeast Missouri for emergency relief and aid, she said.

The road was closed temporarily because of the unprecedented flooding in the area, due to large breaches in a levee north of Morehouse, Ball said. MoDOT started building the berm on the afternoon of April 28 to have more control over the water so the eastbound lanes of Route 60 could be reopened to two-lane traffic. The temporary closing had caused an hour’s detour.

Ball said she sympathizes with Morehouse residents who had no warning when the levee broke. But MoDOT did what it needed to do to keep transportation and emergency routes open to protect the region from being stranded with no aid.

“We have employees who live in the areas that have been devastated by the floods,’’ she said. “We take it very personally. We live here. We work here. Many of us grew up here.’’

U.S. Rep. Jo Ann Emerson, R-Cape Girardeau, who met with Morehouse officials last weekend, said she is upset with MoDOT’s actions. She agrees that MoDOT needed to keep Route 60 open, but she says department officials should have alerted the town that they were building the berm, which she believes aggravated flooding in Morehouse.

“If you look at the lay of the land, the water could at least have gone out over Highway 60. You don’t have to be an engineer -- you can know that by just looking,’’ she said. “There was nowhere for that water to go once they created the berm.’’

Emerson said she will ask state legislators to assist her in getting answers from MoDOT.

'When tough times come …'

Beck worries that the government’s focus will be on helping the owners of farms in the Birds Point-New Madrid Floodway who have gotten the most media attention.

The First Baptist Church opened its doors and other denominations have provided help.

“This little old town of 1,000 people – we don’t have a big voice,’’ Beck said. “This place is more demolished than the Mississippi River Bottoms.’’

Emerson is working with Missouri’s congressional delegation to push for federal disaster relief for Missouri that would include the people of Morehouse. On Thursday, Gov. Jay Nixon requested that President Barack Obama issue a major disaster declaration for the state, citing the high winds, tornadoes and severe flooding that have plagued residents since mid-April.

With so much weather-related misery in southeast Missouri, the need for reconstruction is far-flung: rebuilding the Birds Point-New Madrid levees; fixing breeched levees at Poplar Bluff; repairing the damage caused by the overflow at Wappapelo Dam, including washed-away sections of Highway T.

And, Emerson noted, the fight is still on to save Caruthersville from the flooding Mississippi.

“People are hurting all over,’’ Emerson said, adding that they all deserve to get the help they need.

In the meantime, the Rev. Tim Russell, pastor of Lighthouse Christian Center in Dexter, Mo., praised the region’s residents who responded instantly to the disaster, answering the call for food and clothing.

Russell and the Rev. Mike Kohlbaker of the Assembly of God Church in Dexter toured Morehouse on Wednesday to assess the community’s needs.

“When tough times come, Americans pull together -- they never fail,’’ Russell said. “When people have a purpose it changes their lives.’’

Farmers allowed back in floodway to inspect properties Monday

Sunday, May 8, 2011
By Scott Moyers ~ Southeast Missourian

CHARLESTON, Mo. -- Southeast Missouri farmers and property owners whose land is now underwater because of the activation of the Birds Point-New Madrid Floodway will get their first up-close glimpse of the damage Monday. 

Mississippi County Sheriff Keith Moore announced to about 60 residents at a special meeting Friday that he would allow them access to the floodway Monday -- and Tuesday, if necessary -- from 8 a.m. until 4:30 p.m. 

But the sheriff cautioned that it would be under strict supervision and that he wanted safety to be a priority in a situation that he still considers dangerous. 

"I know everybody wants to go and look at their places," Moore told the group. "I don't blame you. I would, too. You have a lot at stake out there. I know you want to see what kind of damage you're looking at and some of you have said you want to take pictures for insurance purposes." 

The controversial activation of the floodway May 2 sent the swollen Mississippi River over the 130,000 acres in Mississippi and New Madrid counties to lower floodwaters in several communities along the river in Missouri, Illinois and Kentucky. About 100 homes are in the floodway. 

Those who want to boat out to their properties must first call the sheriff's department to provide information such as their name, type and color of boat, where their property is and their vehicle license plate number. When they're done, the sheriff asked them to call his department again to let dispatchers know they returned safely. No one younger than 16 will be allowed onto the floodway, he said, and life boats will be required. 

"We want to know where everybody's at," he said. "I don't want anybody getting hurt or drowning out there." 

Moore plans for there to be two entry points, one at Route HH and the other at Highway 102. Deputies will man those points, he said, to make sure that only property owners are allowed onto the floodway. 

He also intends to contact the Missouri State Highway Patrol to man patrol boats and possibly accompany residents to their properties. Moore also encouraged property owners to go in teams. 

The property owners said they were eager to have a look. 

Glenn Hillhouse, who owns 1,300 acres in the northern part of the floodway, said he will be one of the first to line up. 

"I'd like to go out there and see if I have any damage to my buildings or my tanks," he said. "I'll just go in the area of my farm and see what the conditions look like." 

But he said he doesn't know what to expect. 

"I don't think there's any way of knowing at this point." 

Joe Sevic also owns a farm in the floodway, but he said he's too busy to boat out to it. He also owns ground in Morley, Mo., which is keeping him busy. What was done in the floodway has him thinking long-term. 

"I've got to decide whether I'm just going to quit or try to borrow the money to start over at 60 years old," he said. 

Outside groups paid for Mo. officials' travel 

By CHRIS BLANK  Associated Press

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Outside groups paid nearly $30,000 for the travel of Missouri statewide elected officials last year, sending the attorney general to Asia, the secretary of state to Washington, D.C., and the lieutenant governor to New York and Florida.
Reports filed with the Missouri Ethics Commission and obtained Friday by The Associated Press show most of the travel costs last year were for Democratic Attorney General Chris Koster, who was part of a delegation that went to Israel and who took two trips with a fellowship program to China and India and to New Orleans.

Koster, a Democrat, reported that the American Israel Friendship League paid $3,000 for an early 2010 trip when he was part of a delegation with the National Association of Attorneys General that went to Israel to meet with government officials. In July, Koster left for a roughly weeklong trip in Asia for which the Aspen Institute-Rodel Fellowships in Public Leadership program paid $19,423. The fellowship also paid $2,780 for travel costs in November for the trip to New Orleans.

The two-yearlong fellowship program is for young elected officials, and participants are selected by invitation. The program involves three weekend seminars and weeklong foreign trips in Asia and the Middle East. Koster indicated both fellowship trips were for educational seminars and included a memo from the institute that itemized the expenses and included airfare, meals and lodging and ground transportation.

Missouri elected officials are required to file annual financial disclosure statements in May with the state Ethics Commission. The reports include property and investments they own and the jobs they and family members hold. They also are required to report gifts they have received that are worth at least $200 and list out-of-state travel from the previous year that was not paid for by the government or family members.

Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder, a Republican, reported two November trips. The Federalist Society paid $2,223 for Kinder to spend three days in New York for debates about the federal health care law. Later that month, another group paid $1,325 in expenses when Kinder spoke at an Alzheimer's disease summit in Naples, Fla.

Kinder is Missouri's senior advocate and led a 19-member Missouri task force that produced a state study of Alzheimer's disease. Last year, Kinder filed a lawsuit in federal court challenging the federal health care law.

The lieutenant governor's office said in a statement Friday that "the two trips were related to his official duties as lieutenant governor, but they were not paid for at the expense of taxpayers."

Democratic Secretary of State Robin Carnahan reported a December trip to Washington for a meeting designed to improve communication between Chinese and American officials. The National Democratic Institute, a nonprofit group that promotes democracy and for whom Carnahan previously worked, paid $1,185 for the trip.

Democratic Treasurer Clint Zweifel reported no trips in 2010 after going the previous year to Brazil, Spain and Germany through his participation in the Eisenhower Fellowships and the American Council on Germany that sends young American leaders overseas to meet with government officials and business leaders.

Democratic Gov. Jay Nixon did not report any trips in 2010 or 2009. The report also indicated Nixon did not own any real estate.

A spokesman for the governor said Friday that the Nixons sold their home in Jefferson City last spring. They lived in Jefferson City for 16 years when Nixon was attorney general and in 2009 moved into the Governor's Mansion just a few blocks from the state Capitol.

Republican Auditor Tom Schweich, who took office in January, also listed no trips.

Academic freedom at heart of UMSL flap 

BY TIM BARKER • STLtoday.com | Posted: Saturday, May 7, 2011 12:20 am 

The controversy that has ensnared two schools at opposite ends of Missouri has been an odd story from the start.

It has produced viral videos, red meat for political pundits, calls for legislative hearings and even a hallway scuffle that ended with the arrests of a blogger and a university lecturer.

But at its core, the fireworks over a labor class taught jointly at the University of Missouri-St. Louis and the University of Missouri-Kansas City also involve an age-old tension on college campuses. It's about academic freedom — the protection offered to professors and students when they express unpopular views or conduct controversial research.

Don Giljum, the UMSL lecturer, says he was forced to resign after a pair of heavily edited videos showing footage from his class were posted on the Internet. And he wants his job back.

"The issue here is whether UMSL will take a stand for academic freedom or buckle under to agents of distortion and deception," he wrote in a letter to the school.

Administrators maintain that Giljum left willingly and that they fully embrace "diversity, civility, free speech and academic freedom."

To be clear, academic freedom is not a blank check for anyone in academia to say or do whatever he or she wants. A math professor ranting about the politics of the administration of President Barack Obama, for example, would have a difficult time shielding himself under the academic freedom umbrella.

But it does aim to protect those offering commentary or views relevant to their areas of expertise. Without it, the educational system suffers, said Patrick Hornbeck II, a professor at Fordham University who studies academic freedom issues.

"Otherwise, students begin to see that learning is not about pursuing the truth, but about pursuing what the people above you think is important," Hornbeck said.

As for Giljum's plight, there's no easy way to tell the story. So we'll start with April's publication of a pair of videos showing Giljum and a professor at the University of Missouri-Kansas City appearing to promote the use of violence in labor negotiations.

The video clips appeared on the Biggovernment.com site belonging to conservative blogger Andrew Breitbart, whose past video work has been at the center of two recent controversies.

One of them resulted in the firing of a U.S. Agriculture Department employee over what appeared to be a racist remark made in a speech. It was later revealed that the edited video left out a part of her speech that explained her comment as being part of a lesson on racial healing.

The second was a 2009 hidden-camera sting that embarrassed the community group ACORN with videos showing staffers offering advice on taxes and other issues to actors posing as a prostitute and pimp.

Breitbart foreshadowed his most recent effort during an April interview on Sean Hannity's show on Fox News, when he said he planned to go after educators and their union organizers. (Other sites, including Mediamatters.org, have since published their own pieces attacking Breitbart's work.)

The videos of the labor class did not go over well with those who see tax dollars being spent for instructors and students to casually, if not gleefully, discuss the use of violence by workers against their employers.

Internet discussion boards have been abuzz about it. There have been calls to slash funding to the schools. In radio interviews, Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder said he would push for legislative hearings. The schools have received threatening emails, phone calls and visitors.

People want answers.

"Are we allowing a state funded-university to teach intimidation tactics to our students? That's a tremendous question," said Sen. Jane Cunningham, R-Chesterfield, who said she expected campus administrators to take a hard look at the class. "If there was anything inappropriate, I'm assuming they will take care of it."

Officials at UMKC, where the shared class originated, are reviewing more than 18 hours of video. They maintain that the heavily edited videos twist the instructors' comments and that they stand behind their professor, Judy Ancel.

The reaction has been markedly different at UMSL, where Giljum resigned.

The aftermath hasn't been pretty. On April 30, his last day on the job, Giljum was confronted outside his classroom by a blogger armed with aggressive questions and a video camera. According to the university police, Giljum broke the man's camera and both were arrested, though no charges were filed.

And now the events surrounding his resignation have become a subject of dispute between administrators and Giljum, a former union business manager who represented Ameren workers.

The former instructor did not respond to requests for an interview, but in a letter this week to Chancellor Thomas George, he describes being pushed out the door by administrators worried about losing funding. And he insists that he never advocated the use of violence.

Giljum's letter was prompted by another, sent by the chancellor and Provost Glen Cope to UMSL faculty members explaining that the resignation was not forced.

Friday afternoon, George spoke with the Post-Dispatch after his annual State of UMSL presentation in downtown St. Louis.

Seeking to clarify Giljum's status, George said there was never a need for a resignation. "He's hired on a course-by-course basis," George said. "He finished the class."

Asked about Giljum's future as an instructor, George said UMSL just received its own copy of the UMKC videos: "Once we finish our review of the tape, we'll hopefully have a resolution."

Some critics suggest, however, that the lack of any comment on Giljum's teaching performance sends the wrong message, particularly to other faculty members without the protection of tenure.

They say the lack of visible support could generate worries among instructors faced with teaching controversial topics. And that could lead to a self-censorship that ultimately hurts the educational process, said Robert Kreiser, senior program officer for the American Association of University Professors, which has been watching the situation.

"It's a very worrisome development," Kreiser said.

It's also left some students, such as Kevin Whalen who was in the labor class, upset with the school and its treatment of Giljum.

"I don't think it was done with a bit of fairness," said Whalen, who is a union member. "I knew they were going to make him the fall guy."

There does not, however, appear to be significant concern among UMSL's faculty.

Mike Murray, journalism professor and chairman of the faculty senate, sent a message through the school's public relations department explaining his limited knowledge of the Giljum situation but expressing his support for the school: "I've always found this university to be very fair to faculty members, always strongly supportive of the principles of academic freedom, and always closely allied with the concept of shared governance."

J. Martin Rochester, a professor of political science, has been teaching at UMSL for 30 years. He sees an administration facing pressure from both sides of the political spectrum and a classroom situation in which an instructor may have gone too far.

"This is not a black-and-white case. It's a grayish case," said Rochester who, like others interviewed, said they had never been given a reason to doubt the school's commitment to academic freedom. "I'm willing to trust the administration on this one."

Still, others outside the school worry about an approach that could be seen as punishing a faculty member for ruffling the wrong feathers.

Mike Adams, a professor at the University of North Carolina-Wilmington, has been involved in his own academic freedom squabble. He sued his school, claiming he was denied a promotion because of his conservative viewpoints.

"What you need to do is re-evaluate the course," Adams said. "It's really silly to go after the resignation of a professor."

Bribery claim gained attention, but lacks proof

BY DAVID HUNN STLtoday.com | Posted: Friday, May 6, 2011 8:48 am 

ST. LOUIS • In a Senate committee hearing early this year, a St. Louis police officer testified that a city alderman had taken bribes.

According to those at the hearing, Officer Joe Steiger, vice-president of the St. Louis Police Officers Association, said that one day while he was patrolling, he stopped a vendor on the street, and asked for the vendor’s business license.

The vendor handed Steiger another person’s business card, and told Steiger that he paid this man for the privilege to work the street. Steiger looked at the card. It listed the name of a city alderman, according to accounts of Steiger’s testimony.

Steiger voiced the allegations on January 26, to the Senate Progress and Development Committee, in his opposition to a bill that would give the city control of its police department, long run by a state-appointed board.

Five witnesses testified for the bill, including St. Louis Mayor Francis Slay and Aldermanic President Lewis Reed, according to witness forms kept from the hearing. And six testified against it, including Steiger.

Now, the bill — adapted, negotiated and rewritten as an amendment to another bill — is near passing. The city stands to regain control of its police department after 150 years of state rule.

And officers association leaders are now working to help it. Over the last month, they’ve laboriously negotiated benefits for their officers that, if the bill doesn’t pass, may not otherwise come. In exchange, they are prepared to support local control.

Most aren’t talking much about aldermanic “meddling” in police affairs now.

But in a turn of irony, it is Steiger’s testimony, more than three months ago, which may now provide the final barrier to the bill’s passage.

Senator Rob Schaaf from far west Missouri, has made a big deal of Steiger’s allegations for the last few months. Now he’s vowing to filibuster the bill unless someone – preferably a St. Louis reporter, it seems – investigates.

There’s only one problem: There are few, if any, tangible details to investigate.

Schaaf told me Steiger reported the incident to his superiors. Surely, Schaaf said, there must be a written file on such things?

I filed public records requests with the City of St. Louis, the Board of Aldermen and the police department, asking for any report concerning the event.

The city and board both replied that they had found no records. The police department finally responded yesterday. While lawyers were still looking, public relations staff said, they had found nothing yet.

I called Steiger personally, nearly two months ago. He said that there’s a "big difference between what you hear and what you can prove," but that he’d try to come up with some specifics and get back to me the next day.

He didn’t.

And he hasn’t returned phone calls since.

Macon will fight for MoDOT district office to stay put 

KTVO-TV  by Chris Curtis
Posted: 05.05.2011 at 6:14 PM

MACON, MO. --  Due to lack of funds and the inability to match federal funds, the Missouri Department of Transportation is planning some major budget cuts that will close three district offices.

Those offices are located in Macon, Joplin and Willow Springs.

Macon will take a strong punch with this closure.

More than 80 local jobs could be lost.

The city is urging citizens to write a letter, e-mail or send a Facebook message to state representatives and senators in Jefferson City, urging the Missouri Transportation Commission to vote against the proposal.

Macon City Administrator Allen Muncy said the importance of MoDOT being located in Macon will affect service in the near future.

"I think we need to explain how valuable this location is to this region because we are really centered in the new district boundary lines and so Kirksville, Moberly, Macon and surrounding counties. The service is not going to be what it has been in the past," Muncy said.
MoDOT will hold community meetings throughout the state over the next month and will act on this proposal come June 8.
If approved by the Highways and Transportation Commission, this plan will be carried out by December of 2012.
To view the map of the new districts, click here.
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MoDOT meetings over cuts planned 

By Debby Woodin The Joplin Globe Fri May 06, 2011, 07:36 PM CDT 

A series of meetings is planned by the Missouri Department of Transportation to discuss a cost-cutting plan that will involve closing its District 7 office in Joplin.

MoDOT director Kevin Keith said at a highway commission meeting Wednesday in Jefferson City that the department has devised a plan to cut $512 million by 2015 in order have enough money left to receive federal matching funds for highway and bridge projects.

To do so, the department plans to cut three district offices and employment of 1,200 people, close 135 smaller offices and sell 740 pieces of equipment.

Smaller area offices will be maintained in the three cities, Keith said.

Delegations from the cities affected by the district office closings, Joplin, Macon and Willow Springs, went to the commission’s meeting to speak for retention of as many services as possible.

Joplin’s mayor, Mike Woolston, told the commission that when U.S. Highway 71 becomes Interstate 49, Joplin will be one of only three cities in the state where two or more interstate highways intersect.

“Joplin is poised to help lead the state out of the economic difficulties that we now face,” he said. “Our concern is that by closing the offices of District 7, that capability will be greatly diminished.”

The commission has not yet formally voted to adopt the cost-cutting measures, but that is expected to happen June 8. MoDOT’s administrative staff apparently discussed the plan in a meeting April 18.

Area meetings to explain the plan, and to answer questions of area residents, begin with one at 2:30 p.m. Wednesday at the McDonald County Courthouse in Pineville.

Other meetings slated:

• 1:30 p.m. May 17 at the Newton County Courthouse, Neosho.

• 11:30 a.m. May 18 in Joplin with the location to be announced.

• 3 p.m. May 18 in the Lawrence County Courthouse at Mount Vernon.

• 10 a.m. May 20 at the St. Clair County Courthouse in Osceola.

• 9 a.m. May 23 at the Cedar County Courthouse in Stockton.

• 11 a.m. May 23 at the Dade County Courthouse in Greenfield.

• 2 p.m. May 23 at the Barton County Courthouse in Lamar.

• 10:30 a.m. May 26 at the Barry County Courthouse in Cassville.

The department, under the state Constitution, can reorganize without approval of voters or the Legislature.

State treasurer tells mystery man he has $125,000 coming 

By Jim Gallagher •  STLtoday.com | Posted: Saturday, May 7, 2011 12:15 am

Somewhere in St. Ann, there lives a happy man. The Missouri state treasurer's office recently told him that he has $125,000 coming.

Who is he? The treasurer isn't telling. Nor is he saying just how this big surprise came about.

Treasurer Clint Zweifel's office is in charge of finding the owners of missing valuables. The valuables turn up in abandoned safe deposit boxes, in long-dormant bank accounts, in uncollected life insurance policies and from other sources.

In the case of St. Ann's mystery man, the money was in a checking account in the man's name, says Zweifel spokesman Jon Galloway. Beyond that, Galloway's lips are sealed.

Galloway says he would be guilty of a misdemeanor if he revealed much more. That leaves us all to wonder how a fellow could be missing $125,000 and not realize it.

The St. Ann man isn't alone. Zweifel recently returned $150,000 in securities to a business in Clayton.

In all, the treasurer has returned more than $1 million to eight people since February. Since last July, he's returned $30 million to 105,000 people. Last year, Zweifel's office returned $1.6 million to a single individual in St. Louis.

Sometimes, the treasurer's office finds an insurance policy taken out on children long ago. Both the parents and children are now dead, and no one knows where the heirs have gone.

It may have been a few shares of stock in an account long forgotten. "Over the years it split and split and now you have a lot of money," Galloway said.

People can check for unclaimed property in Missouri at www.showmemoney.com.

Posted on Fri, May. 06, 2011 

Jean Peters-Baker appointed Jackson County prosecutor

By MARK MORRIS
The Kansas City Star 

A woman who began work at the Jackson County Prosecutor’s Office as a child-support intern took the oath Friday to become the county’s top law enforcement officer.

After being sworn in as the county prosecutor, Jean Peters-Baker resigned from the 39th District seat in the Missouri House of Representatives, to which she was elected in November.

Peters-Baker said she was counting on the support of her assistant prosecutors, support staff and law enforcement.

“It’s a partnership and I need everyone at the table to do my job,” Peters-Baker said at a press conference announcing her appointment.

Jackson County Executive Mike Sanders appointed her to fill the term of former prosecutor James Kanatzar, who recently was sworn in as a judge on the 16th Judicial Circuit bench. Her term will expire Dec. 31, 2012.

Sanders picked Peters-Baker from three finalists. The others were Bryan Round, a former police board lawyer now in private practice, and Kevin D. Harrell, chief deputy prosecutor for Jackson County.

Sanders praised Peters-Baker’s experience and passion for the office.

“Her character, commitment and work ethic will serve the citizens of Jackson County well,” he said.

Peters-Baker described Round and Harrell as “incredible individuals,” friends and colleagues. She also asked Harrell to remain with the office.

“I would be most honored if he would agree to continue to serve with me and move the office of prosecuting attorney forward,” she said.

Harrell could not be reached for comment.

Peters-Baker joined the prosecutor’s office in 1997, while she was a law student at the University of Missouri-Kansas City. As an assistant Jackson County prosecutor, she served in a variety of roles, including work in the drug, domestic violence, sex crimes and child abuse units. Before leaving last year, she worked as the county’s chief warrant officer and trial team leader.

Her priorities include introducing programs and incentives to reward good work by her staff, improving training and smoothing the way for an electronic case-filing system.

Faith spent less than $13,000 to win St. Charles mayoral race

BY MARK SCHLINKMANN • STLtoday.com | Posted: Friday, May 6, 2011 3:52 pm

ST. CHARLES • Sally Faith spent about $12,250 to win the St. Charles mayor's race in the April 5 election, according to post-election finance reports.

The reports showed Faith raised $20,990 for the primary-general election cycle, with $8,265 donated between April 1 and the April 30 cutoff date for the report. Her committee had about $8,000 left over.

Faith's opponent, three-term incumbent Patti York, reported raising an additional $2,050 since the end of March - for a total of about $62,000. 

York's campaign spent about $56,000. That included amounts connected to this year's campaign and political expenses in the years between her last re-election in 2007 and this year.

Faith's largest recent donor was George Garrison, an executive with SantoLubes LLC of St. Charles, who gave $2,500.

She also pulled in $600 from SS&D Properties of St. Charles, $500 from Anne Pals of St. Charles, $400 from AKC Enterprises of St. Charles and $325 from a regional home builders committee.

A political committee tied to the Site Improvement Association, a construction industry group, gave $200 apiece to Faith and York's campaigns.

Among other recent York donors was the Amerstar Casino, which gave $850.  That was in addition to a $650 Ameristar donation last year and a $1,000 contribution last year from an Ameristar executive.

The latest report also showed donations to York's re-election effort of $500 from a Communications Workers of America committee and a total of $250 from two other union groups.

Faith resigned from her Missouri House seat before taking over as mayor.

ESPN.com: Big 12 


Monday, May 9, 2011
Missouri governor spurred Buffs' move

By David Ubben
Colorado athletic director Mike Bohn says comments made by Missouri's governor expedited the Buffs' move to the Pac-10. 
After the Big Ten announced in December of 2009 that it planned to explore expanding the league's membership, Missouri governor Jay Nixon was outspoken in support of Missouri exploring the possibilities of a move to the Big Ten. 

His comments, though, caused Bohn to assess what lied ahead in Colorado's future. 
"The governor's remarks got me going. We had to do something, and fast," Bohn told the Denver Post's Woody Paige. 

The Pac-10 had hired former Big 12 commissioner Kevin Weiberg as chief operating officer. Bohn and Weiberg fast-tracked private talks, and the Buffaloes announced intentions in mid-June to join the Pac-10. The next day, Nebraska turned to the Big Ten. Missouri was left behind.

In December of 2009, Nixon made the first of several comments in support of Missouri exploring a move. 
"This is not something that should be kept on the sports page and treated with the back of the hand," he said. "We have an obligation to make our schools as excellent as they can be." 
Speaking explicitly of a move to the Big Ten, he said, "It's worth looking at." 
Bohn didn't say which of Nixon's comments got him going, but the governor's most controversial comments came days later. 
"I'm not going to say anything bad about the Big 12, but when you compare Oklahoma State to Northwestern, when you compare Texas Tech to Wisconsin, I mean, you begin looking at educational possibilities that are worth looking at," Nixon said. 
Nixon's hilariously ineffective, misguided clarifier that preceded his inflammatory comments didn't earn Missouri any friends across the conference, but I doubt anyone thought it could have accelerated the process of expansion during the summer. Nevermind that his comments were dealing with Big Ten expansion. His comments appeared to have the biggest effect on Pac-10 expansion. 
With half the Big 12 still mulling a move to the Pac-10, Colorado booked its ticket west to try and connect with its large alumni base in California, leaving Baylor likely without a home and the Big 12 South's other five teams with a decision to make. 
Ultimately, they decided to stay in the Big 12, which is why you aren't reading this post on the Pac-16 blog. 
Had Nixon kept quiet, who knows what would have happened. But at the very least, it seems Colorado's move to the Pac-10 might have come a bit later, if at all.
15 States to Split Funds for High-Speed Trains Rejected By Florida (and Missouri)

RIVERFRONT TIMES  By Chad Garrison, Mon., May 9 2011 @ 8:12AM 

It's too late now, Missouri.

The U.S. Department of Transportation announced today its plans to spend the $2 billion that Florida Governor Rick Scott rejected this year for high-speed rail in his state. 

Here in Missouri, Governor Jay Nixon had sought $1 billion of the money turned away by Florida. Nixon had hoped to spend the cash to improve the passenger rail line between St. Louis and Kansas City. But that was before Missouri's Republican-controlled Legislature caught wind of the plan and swiftly derailed Nixon's idea. According to the Republican lawmakers, it somehow would be fiscally irresponsible for Missouri to spend $4.5 million of its own money (a.k.a. $1 state dollar for every $222 federal dollars) in order to land the grant from Washington.

Anyhoo, it's a moot issue now as the Department of Transportation says it will spread the $2 billion out among fifteen states. The nation's northeast corridor will get the bulk of the funds -- $800 million --- for trains that can reach 160 mph. Some $400 million will go to the Midwest, where much of it will be spent on the rail line between Chicago and Detroit. 

California will get $300 million for trains that could travel 220 mph between Los Angeles and San Francisco. 

Lawmakers Face Long To-Do List 
Marshall Griffin (2011-05-09) 

JEFFERSON CITY, MO. (kcur) - The last week of the 2011 Missouri legislative session has arrived. Some major issues have already been resolved. Lawmakers have passed the state budget, forced changes to dog breeding regulations in Proposition B and overridden the governor's veto of the state's congressional redistricting map. But there are still plenty of issues waiting for action.
The biggest battle left to fight appears to be over a wide-ranging economic development bill that includes the so-called Aerotropolis proposal. The House passed it as a stand-alone bill, which would authorize up to 480 million in tax breaks to transform Lambert Airport in St. Louis into an international air cargo hub. 
The Senate version shrunk the Aerotropolis bill down to 360 million in incentives, and rolled it into a larger tax credit overhaul measure that would reduce numerous incentives and eliminate others. House Speaker Steven Tilley isn't a fan of the Senate version.
"When we send them a 9-page bill and we get back a 400-page bill, I think we need to look through it before we make any drastic steps," said Tilley.
But there's a group of Senators who continue to push to have all tax credits subject to appropriations, including any new ones under Aerotropolis. Tilley would like to see it pass, but also says if it doesn't, it's not worth calling lawmakers back to Jefferson City for a special session. 
"I'd like to see the pro-life bill that our majority leader's the sponsor of I'd like to see drug testing for TANF recipients, I believe that we've got a version of it already over here in the House," said Tilley.
TANF stands for "Temporary Assistance to Needy Families," and is a state-run program. Supporters say failing a drug test would only cost recipients 58 dollars a month, and would not affect their eligibility for federal welfare programs. 
Opponents say depriving the poor of even that much money could be financially crippling. In the Senate, the first measure on their to-do list this week is the resolution requiring voters to show photo ID's at the polls. Tom Dempsey of St. Charles is the Senate's Majority Floor Leader.
"My understanding (is) that the amendments the House added that the sponsor is comfortable with them and believes that the support is there in the Senate, and he believes we're ready to go on that legislation, so I'm expecting passage," said Dempsey.
The main amendment would authorize an early voting period in Missouri. If lawmakers pass it, the resolution would go before voters next year. 
The Senate is also scheduled to take up the St. Louis Police local control bill, which has already passed the House. Democrat Maria Chappelle-Nadal of St. Louis County has been blocking it. But she's encouraged by progress in negotiations between Mayor Francis Slay and the city's police officers.
"It's closer than it's ever been it is unfortunate that we have had to go this long in order to have a first and second draft language that I could even accept," said Chapelle-Nadal.
And there appears to be a last-ditch effort to salvage the site permit proposal for a second nuclear reactor at Ameren Missouri's Callaway County plant. House Majority Leader Tim Jones says the measure has been amended onto a Senate energy bill.
"I think it's been very clear from the beginning, although we haven't had a vote (yet), that the House was largely supportive of the site permit issue," said Jones, "However, the sponsor of the bill knows that that issue is extremely toxic, to put it lightly, in the Senate."
The nuclear plant language would likely be stripped from the energy bill if it endangers its passage. 
Time is also running out on bills that would limit worker's compensation lawsuits, mandate English-only driver's license exams, and extend the texting-while-driving ban to motorists over the age of 21. 
The 2011 session ends Friday at 6 p.m.
Mary Jean Eisenhower presented with Truman Award
Sen. Callahan also recognized for work with schools

By Adrianne DeWeese - adrianne.deweese@examiner.net 

The Examiner 

Posted May 07, 2011 @ 12:59 AM

Independence, MO — The success of our ever-changing world isn’t built solely on the work of our world leaders or politicians, Mary Jean Eisenhower said Friday night as she accepted the 2011 Truman Public Service Award.

“We must all remain committed to public service as our success lies within each of us as we shape a better future,” said Eisenhower, the president and chief executive officer of the Kansas City-based People to People International, which her grandfather Dwight D. Eisenhower founded on Sept. 11, 1956. “Each of us has the capacity for the extraordinary – I’ve seen it in the world over.”

Eisenhower, 55, accepted the city of Independence’s highest honor bestowed on a civilian on the steps of the Truman Library, marking the 127th anniversary of Harry S. Truman’s birth on May 8. It was a full-circle moment in history, she said, given the connection of Truman’s and Dwight D. Eisenhower’s lives, even though the men belonged to two different political parties. Both grew up in the Midwest and came from ordinary, humble upbringings, “yet both were called to do extraordinary things,” she said.

Built with the purpose of enhancing international understanding and friendship, the non-governmental, nonprofit People to People has a presence in 135 countries and includes more than 80,000 families and individuals participating in its initiatives. Forty-five years after her grandfather founded People to People – following the events of Sept. 11, 2001 – Eisenhower focused on gathering young people from across the world to learn about each other and about conflict management. “Peace Camp 2003: An Evolution of Thought and Action” and “The Global Peace Initiative” made Mary Jean’s dream come true.

“As I walk through life, I am increasingly grateful to those who walk alongside me,” she said. “We are all citizens of the world, and we must consider not only others we know in our actions but also others we may never meet. Our human connection has been proven to me time and time again – we make each other better.”

The evening also marked the presentation of the Community Special Recognition Award to Independence native and Democratic state Sen. Victor Callahan. Though Callahan has served in many roles during his more than two decades in politics, Mayor Don Reimal said Callahan will most be remembered “for giving our young people the chance to obtain a better education.”

“Never tell Victor that something is impossible or that it can’t be done – he’ll move mountains to prove that statement wrong,” Reimal said in reference of Callahan’s legislative role toward annexing seven western Independence schools from the Kansas City School District into the Independence School District.

Reimal described Callahan as possessing “a give ‘em hell attitude” similar to Truman’s, but even with Callahan’s usually somber attitude, he made some jokes Friday night that kept audience members laughing – including jokes about hand-fishing legislation that he was involved in Thursday – before he presented a more serious message.

“Harry S. Truman lived in dangerous and tumultuous times...,” Callahan said. “We live in dangerous and tumultuous times ourselves. In our time, we know war, terrorism, and, at times, doubt who we are as a people and a nation. We might wonder aloud sometimes, ‘What would Harry Truman do?’”   

Nuclear permit added to bill passed by Senate

JEFFERSON CITY NEWS TRIBUNE  By Bob Watson
Friday, May 6, 2011

The Missouri House on Thursday night added state Mokane Republican Jeanie Riddle’s nuclear site permit language to a Senate-passed bill on energy and property taxes.

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

If the House gives its final approval to the bill next week, it would send back to the Senate the issue of letting a utility company charge customers for the costs of successfully getting a U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission early site permit.

Late last month, the Senate began that debate, but never had a vote on the issue because the bill was blocked on a procedural move.

Twice this week, state Sen. Mike Kehoe, R-Jefferson City, encouraged colleagues to think about the issue and talk with constituents about it, “as we come down to the last few days of debate and possible legislation that would enable this project to move forward.”

Missouri GOP Wants Millions More Than Nixon’s Proposed Budget

The numbers are still being crunched, but an initial look shows $132 million in spending above the governor's budget. One haircut: a slashed travel budget.

05.05.11 | By: Brian R. Hook THE MONITOR – KC METRO NEWS 

Although the final num​bers are still being crunched after law​mak​ers passed a $23 billion budget, it appears that the Missouri General Assembly wants to spend millions more than pro​posed by Missouri Gov. Jay Nixon.

The leg​is​la​ture, con​trolled by Republicans, passed a $23.365 billion budget Thursday, $132 milion more than proposed in January by Nixon, a Democrat.
Most of the increase is in “other” funds and the governor’s budget office is still analyzing it, said Missouri Budget Director Linda Luebbering.

“I would be hesitant to suggest that is a real increase without knowing the specifics,” Luebbering said, noting that her office is still trying to figure out why the “other” funds are higher.

Lawmakers finished up the budget and sent it to the governor a day before the constitutional deadline.

The 13 bills that make up the state spending plan sailed through final approval by lawmakers with little opposition, less than 16 hours after budget conferees broke an impasse over conflicting versions of the budget.

The final budget includes a $10 million increase over the governor’s recommendation for education transportation, restores more than 1 percent of a 7 percent cut in higher education funding, fully funds the Missouri RX prescription program and provides money for independent living centers in Missouri.

The spending plan also includes restrictions on the governor’s travel, limiting him to a $200,000 travel budget within his own office. The governor received criticism earlier this year after it was revealed it cost nearly $400,000 to fly him around the state during his first two years in office, with different state agencies picking up the tab.

The budget total is likely to change. The governor may object to one or more items, or portions of items, of appropriations in any bill sent to him, while approving other portions, according to the Missouri Constitution.

If the governor brings the budget down to his proposal of $23.3 billion, spending will drop by 2.5 percent for fiscal 2012, starting July 1. Total spending for the current fiscal year, ending June 30, is expected to hit $23.8 billion.

While many analysts of the state budget continue to focus on general revenue, analysis by Missouri Watchdog earlier this year of the state’s financial reports, covering the last five fiscal years, shows total state spending increased by 20.4 percent.

State spending for fiscal 2010, ending June 30, totaled $23.6 billion, according to the audited Comprehensive Annual Financial Report released in late January.

FY 2006: $19.6 billion

FY 2007: $19.7 billion

FY 2008: $20.9 billion

FY 2009: $22.3 billion

FY 2010: $23.6 billion

Both political parties have contributed to higher spending. While Nixon is in his third year, Gov. Matt Blunt, a Republican, preceded him. Plus, the Missouri General Assembly has been con​trolled by Republicans.

(Dick Aldrich, Missouri News Horizon, daldrich@monewshorizon.org, contributed to this report.)
EDITORIALS … & Letters to the Editor
Lake View: Time is ticking for nuclear bill

lakenewsonline 

Posted May 09, 2011 @ 07:00 AM

Lake of the Ozarks, Mo. — The state assembly has been considering this session an Early Site Permit Legislation to keep nuclear power a viable option for Missouri, which has recently stalled in the Senate. This is disappointing news for those of us who hoped the legislature might take some action this year to improve our state’s economy by creating jobs in addition to affordable, reliable energy for Missouri.

During the Great Depression, the Bagnell Dam was a major feat, being one of the largest private sector investments at the time in the U.S and positively impacted Missouri’s energy needs. Once again, this same utility company is looking for a positive way to contribute to Missouri’s energy needs.

Senate Bill 321 lays the groundwork for the thousands of jobs and billions of dollars in economic investment the construction of a second nuclear power plant would provide. In reality, the General Assembly has not passed a single piece of legislation that would do anything to create jobs — despite the fact that our state’s unemployment remains at a historical highs. The legislation was introduced by Senator Mike Kehoe of Jefferson City with the support of Gov. Jay Nixon because of potential stimulus to the state’s economy. But with the efforts of two senators, Jason Crowell and President Pro Tem Rob Mayer, the legislation has stalled in committee. Even with the support of all the major utilities in Missouri, as well as multiple industry and community organizations (including LOREDC), this legislation still remains in Sen. Crowell’s committee. With three weeks left in this year’s session, the possibility of passing this bill is diminishing.

To continue to draw businesses and industry to our state we must create the conditions that allow them to thrive, which include providing affordable, reliable electricity. My concern is that a few of the largest ratepayers in Missouri may have been successful in lobbying for the defeat of this bill without a single vote being casted. Missourians are running out of viable long-term options to improve our utility infrastructure especially in light of the rejection of the early site permit bill. Sound infrastructure investment in the past is the sole reason Missouri has continued to have one of the lowest electricity rates in the country.

As mentioned earlier all the utilities in Missouri, both major private utilities and rural/municipal electric cooperatives, have worked together to inform the Assembly how important this issue is to Missourians.  This issue has not garnered a lot of public attention, but it¹s time now for Missourians to understand this matter need attention. Without utilities generating electricity inside the state, all utility companies and cooperatives might be faced with purchasing electricity outside the state in the face of greater demand that will surely drive rates higher on energy use. Having to purchase electricity rather than creating it will in the long run cost Missourians more money and place us at risk of volatile commodity pricing.  I would urge all Lake Area citizens to contact their state legislators and encourage them now to work for a resolution to Missouri’s energy needs ​ rather than later.

Brian Meisel, President

Lake of the Ozark Regional Economic Development Council
SPRINGFIELD NEWS-LEADER  VOICE OF THE DAY

Kehoe: Allocate electric costs in fair way

11:00 PM, May. 8, 2011

As a newly elected member of the Missouri Senate, I've become involved in some fascinating public policy issues. Most notably, I am the Senate sponsor of legislation that would enable Missouri to obtain a site permit for a second nuclear power plant at the current Callaway site. Obtaining an early site permit will allow Missouri to keep nuclear power as an option for meeting our future energy needs and could very well be the best way to keep state-wide electric rates low into the future.
So why hasn't the bill become law? Because a handful of big corporations don't like it, and they are doing everything possible to make sure it never comes to a vote. Here's the bottom line: In Missouri, big industrial corporations get a special deal on electric rates. They pay roughly half the rate that residential customers and small businesses pay. And, if one special interest group pays a reduced rate, the rest of us must pay more in order to make up the difference. These big corporations oppose any legislation that could interfere with their special deal. They are focused on their profits for the next quarter, not on Missouri's long-term energy future, and they are blocking the nuclear site permit that will help keep rates down for all of us.

As a result of this impasse, electric rate disparity is receiving more attention than ever before. Many policymakers who care about Missouri's energy future are dismayed that big corporations are selfishly standing in the way of needed updates to our energy policy.

Aside from the site permit issue, many of my fellow senators are now wondering about the merits of maintaining such a large disparity in electric rates. Those who defend the current rate structure generally argue that the reduced rates for large industrial corporations are important to Missouri's ability to create and attract jobs.

But others argue that the opposite is true. They contend that more jobs would result from reducing the rate disparity and giving some of the cost break that is now going to large industrial companies to small businesses and families.

This discussion revolves around one core issue: Is this fair? Should Missouri communities that are not home to a large industrial corporation pay a price in terms of higher rates - and therefore fewer jobs - so that another Missouri community that is the home of a large industrial corporation can have more jobs and local economic activity? Let's remember that if lower electric costs for big companies help create jobs, then higher electric costs for small businesses and consumers probably suppress jobs.

The question of how electricity costs should be shared affects every family and business in Missouri. Regardless of the site permit bill's future, policymakers need to re-examine how we allocate electric costs and make certain we are acting in a way that is fair and in the best interests of all Missourians.

Republican State Sen. Mike Kehoe represents Missouri's 6th District and is the sponsor of legislation to expand nuclear power in Missouri.
Lessons from the raw politics of redistricting

By STEVE KRASKE
The Kansas City Star

The thing I love about redistricting fights is that they strip all the bark off the trees.

The raw ambitions of every member of Congress are exposed for all the world to see. Winners and losers stand out clearly. Conclusions are easy to draw.

Which politicians fought for the common good? Who was just out for themselves?

Last week, the right honorables in Jefferson City overrode Gov. Jay Nixon’s veto of the proposed boundaries of the state’s eight congressional districts, finalizing a new map. 

As I’ve written before, this process is the most brazen, bare-knuckled task in all of politics. Its chief goal in Missouri, and so many other states, is to draw a map that will allow incumbents to easily win re-election.

It’s a sham that results in more ideological members of Congress. Reform is desperately needed.

But I digress. Here’s what we learned, and it was a lot:

•Republicans win — again.

This is becoming a habit for the Missouri GOP. In a bid to fortify then congressman Dick Gephardt’s presidential ambitions 10 years ago, Democrats ceded a lot of turf, and Republicans profited.

This time around, Republicans controlled the process with their big majorities in both the House and Senate.

But that doesn’t diminish what they achieved here. They’ve basically taken a 50-50 state and flipped it into one for six Republican congressmen and just two Democrats.

Now ask yourself: Is Missouri — one of the nation’s great bellwethers, where John McCain and Barack Obama battled to a 49-percent-each draw three years ago — a GOP state by a 6-to-2 ratio?

At week’s end, Democrats were flogging themselves. 

“What that maps says is that we are a 75 percent Republican state, which anybody who knows Missouri politics … knows is not true,” House Minority Leader Mike Talboy, a Kansas City Democrat, told Missouri News Horizon.

•Democrats got whupped.

Here’s what’s worse: Democrats gave up without a fight.

Although they are badly outgunned in the General Assembly, Democrats still control the governor’s office.

A spirited fight might have given Democrats a shot at a 5-3 map (five Republicans, three Democrats) or even a 5-2-1, where the “one” signifies a tossup district.

But Nixon refused to engage early on. He never pulled his party together and said, “Let’s fight this thing,” with a clear goal in mind. He did issue his late veto, but in a way that gave Republicans plenty of time to muster an override. It was a half-baked effort from a governor never known as a fight-to-the-death Democrat.

•Russ Carnahan was badly outmaneuvered.

This process revealed — in huge, glowing, neon letters — that the Carnahan name isn’t what it once was.

U.S. Rep. Russ Carnahan of St. Louis is the odd man out. He was the Democrat left holding the short straw as Missouri moves from a nine-member delegation to eight.

Insiders all over Missouri said Carnahan failed to build the necessary relationships in the General Assembly to save himself.

Save for a Carnahan switcheroo, where Secretary of State Robin Carnahan opts not to run for re-election so that brother Russ can takes her place, he’s probably done with politics.

Emanuel Cleaver and Lacy Clay, the state’s two remaining Democratic congressmen, didn’t throw Russ Carnahan a lifeline.

Without leadership from Nixon, it was every man for himself. Cleaver and Clay recognized that, and Cleaver sidled up to Republican Sam Graves to save himself. 

Cleaver did well. His new gerrymandered district boasts a Democratic performance of 65 percent.

Life is now good for The Rev, and Congressman Clay, too.

But not for Russ Carnahan. And that’s why a frustrated Carnahan reportedly confronted Cleaver on the House floor last week. Carnahan wanted help from Cleaver but didn’t get it.

Said Cleaver: “He’s angry.”

A few weeks ago, Politico reported that Carnahan confronted Clay on the floor and dropped an f-bomb. However, Carnahan (I’m told by Cleaver’s spokesman) didn’t f-bomb Cleaver — a Methodist minister who officiated at Robin Carnahan’s wedding.

•Ike Skelton was missed.

In the past, the congressman from Lexington, the state’s senior statesman, always was around to bring order to the madness. But he was defeated last fall.

•Here comes a lawsuit.

There’s lots of early buzz about someone, somewhere, filing suit over this map. And somebody should.

Because I guarantee this: There’s barely more than an ounce of interest in the General Assembly to reform the process and bring to Missouri a nonpartisan, sensible redistricting process such as Iowa’s.

Legislative leaders know the furor over redistricting will pass like a summertime thunderstorm that rattles the windows for a while but disappears over the horizon an hour later.

Voter ID

A bad bill. Kill it

By Henry J. Waters III

Columbia Daily Tribune 
Saturday, May 7, 2011
Republicans in the General Assembly are in the process of passing wrongheaded legislation adding another burden to Missouri voters. When it arrives on his desk, Gov. Jay Nixon should veto it.

A similar bill requiring government-issued photo identification for voters was passed in 2006 but struck down by the Missouri Supreme Court for interfering with the constitutional right to vote. This year proponents seek to pass a similar bill along with an amendment to the Missouri Constitution allowing a voter ID requirement for all voters.

This year, as she did in 2006, Secretary of State Robin Carnahan opposes the new requirement. She explains that no instances of voter ID fraud have occurred in Missouri. The examples cited by those who push for stricter ID requirements are registration errors, not identification errors, she says.

At issue are the voting rights of some 230,000 people who have no drivers’ licenses and would have to go to extra lengths to get acceptable state- or federally issued identification. Currently such people can use other forms of identification such as utility bills or bank statements, methods Carnahan says have been working well. Also, this year proponents add a plan for early voting — a separate issue deserving its own discussion.

Boone County Clerk Wendy Noren, one of the state’s most authoritative election officials, agrees the proposed law is improper and says it would impose a greater burden on women, who through marriage and divorce change their names more often than men.

Carnahan won’t speculate why Republicans are so determined to pass this law in the face of no evidence of a problem it would address, but many critics believe they want to discourage low-income, elderly people who are most likely to lack drivers’ licenses and to vote Democratic.

Regardless of any untoward motive, the unwarranted burden on many voters is enough reason to oppose this law. If the Senate approves the House-passed measure, Gov. Nixon should veto it.

Posted on Fri, May. 06, 2011 

The Star’s editorial | Capitol Watch: A scorecard on vetoes and dueling legislators

Keep schools open

The Kansas Legislature is scheduled to wrap up by Thursday, though fears are growing that it will miss that date because the House and Senate can’t seem to agree on anything. 

One big stumbling block is the budget. The House wants a hefty ending balance in case of future revenue shortfalls and has built $68 million into its plan. Considering the budget already contains at least $550 million in cuts, pushing that over $600 million and going against current revenue estimates seems harsh.

The Senate wants a much more realistic ending balance and insists that keeping schools open and prisons fully staffed are higher priorities than planning for an unexpected income dip.

The Senate has the better idea. 

Nixon’s veto card

Missouri Gov. Jay Nixon has been so busy with vetoes lately that Capitol watchers are having trouble keeping score. We are here to help.

Best veto: The one that stopped an assault on the state’s Human Rights Act. The legislature’s bill would have stripped protections from whistleblowers and made it harder for employees to seek redress for harassment or discrimination. Nixon left no room for compromise and little chance of an override.

Doomed veto: Nixon rejected the legislature’s map that redrew the state’s congressional districts. His veto was on high ground; the map protects politicians at the expense of communities and the democratic process. Unfortunately, a number of Nixon’s fellow Democrats joined with Republicans to override him.

We’ll see veto: The governor correctly vetoed a bill that would severely limit the ability of property owners to sue large livestock operations over odors and other environmental nuisances. But he said he would sign the legislation if lawmakers corrected some issues, including an unreasonable limit on punitive damages in the original bill. But it remains to be seen whether the legislature and governor can arrive at a balance that is fair to livestock operations and their neighbors.

Worst non-veto: The legislation that dismantled the voter-approved statute regulating dog-breeding operations. Nixon signed it into law after obtaining assurances that lawmakers would substitute it with a compromise bill that the governor engineered. Legislators kept their word, but the compromise bill falls short of the protections that the majority of voters wanted. 

Divide this, House

Kansas House Republicans spent time this week debating whether to throw away a bit of what money they do have.

The recession drained the state’s unemployment funds. Legislators were faced with hiking business contributions to replenish the fund and pay back $171 million in federal loans, or face steep penalties. But the GOP split over whether to approve the bill without passing “paycheck protection,” a restriction on unions from using cash deducted from members’ paychecks for political activities.

The Senate, wisely, isn’t for tossing the two disparate items into the same law. So the Legislature is at an impasse, which means the state could faces fines of $50,000 a day starting in September. The House should stop playing partisan games and actually solve problems.

Much ado

Whew! Federal deficit watchers can breathe easier. Missouri is turning down an entire $14.5 million in federal funds.

That’s the upshot of the long-winded revolt by four GOP senators who think they can cure Washington of irresponsible spending by turning away its money.

Last month the lawmakers caused jobless benefits to be temporarily interrupted for thousands of unemployed Missourians. This week they forced colleagues to endure an overnight filibuster before settling for fairly paltry cuts in federal appropriations for weatherization programs, drug court expansions and information-technology upgrades at government offices.

How dumb is that? Weatherization helps families and creates jobs, for instance, and drug courts keep people out of state prisons and save tons of money. 

But, hey, Missouri sent those spendthrifts in D.C. a message. Didn’t it?

Editorial: Drive through St. Louis demonstrates redistricting mess 

By the Editorial Board STLtoday.com | Posted: Monday, May 9, 2011 12:00 am

Let's take a little drive through the new congressional map drawn by the Missouri Legislature.

We'll start on Hanley Road in University City. Imagine we have a newfangled GPS in our vehicle, but instead of driving directions, it beeps every time we enter a new congressional district.

We'll head south down Hanley from Delmar Boulevard in the 1st district, represented by Democrat William Lacy Clay of St. Louis.

A few blocks into our journey, just before Westmoreland Avenue, our GPS goes off.

Beep!

We are now in the 2nd district, represented by Republican Todd Akin of Town and Country. Through most of St. Louis County, the area east of Hanley is in the 1st district. We see several large mansions through the trees. One of them belongs to one of the most generous GOP donors in the land, Sam Fox. He's now in a tiny thumb east of Hanley that is in the 2nd district.

Our drive continues. It's a sunny day. We pass the Forest Park Parkway and start thinking that perhaps a visit to the St. Louis Zoo would be nice. Didn't they just get a new baby zebra ....

Beep!

Jarred from our daydream, we notice that we've crossed Wydown Boulevard. Once again we're on the borderline between districts. The houses to our east don't look quite as nice. They've been sent back to the 1st district where, lawmakers must have figured, they belong.

We cross Clayton Boulevard.

Beep. Back in the 2nd.

Another couple of blocks.

Beep.

And so it goes.

This is what happens when politicians are concerned more with protecting their own than in establishing political subdivisions that serve the greater good.

Last week, the Missouri Legislature voted to override Gov. Jay Nixon's veto of its gerrymandered new congressional map. So if, for example, residents of Webster Groves need help from Congress getting money for road projects, they'll have to get two representatives with competing loyalties on their side.

In places like the Webster Groves-Glendale area and Maryland Heights, these new boundaries are particularly squiggly and inexplicable.

Because it's such a nice day, and we missed out on the zoo, we decide to hit a few golf balls on the Blue Course at Algonquin Country Club. We take our fancy congressional district GPS with us, and it starts beeping like the Road Runner on meth.

We hit a nice drive on the first hole. It started in the Republican-leaning 2nd district; it landed in the clearly Democratic 1st. We don't usually hook our shots, but midflight, the ball turned a little to the left. Go figure.

Our drive on the 480-yard par-5 finishing hole started in the 1st district; our approach to the green was in the 2nd. So we aimed to the right.

After our round, we took a drive on Interstate 70. Just west of Zumbehl Road in St. Charles County, we were in the new 3rd district. Heading east, just past the on-ramps, our GPS beeps and the 2nd district appears.

See that Highway 94 sign in the rear view mirror? Beep. Back in the 3rd. At least until we cross the Missouri River. Then we were in the 2nd. But only until Lindbergh Boulevard. Beep. Back in the 1st.

Whoever becomes the next representative from the new 3rd district (most of it is the current 9th district of Republican Rep. Blaine Luetkemeyer) will represent a piece of St. Charles on the north, Jefferson County on the south and Lake of the Ozarks to the west. Where will his loyalties lie?

And how about Columbia, smack dab in the middle of the state? The fine folks there end up in a district that stretches west to the Kansas border and south to the towns of Nevada and Seymour.

And the 5th district, which represents most of Kansas City? Well, incumbent Democratic Rep. Emanuel Cleaver picks up the fine folks of Marshall in mid-Missouri. Mr. Cleaver will want to visit the statue of Marshall's icon, Jim the Wonder Dog.

Missouri's future map looks like this because every Republican in the Capitol save one — and a handful of Democrats — chose to protect incumbents instead of drawing boundaries that gave the most amount of people the best possible representation.

In the new map, St. Louis loses, Kansas City loses, Columbia loses, Saline County loses and Jefferson, Franklin and St. Charles counties lose. Frankly, most of the state loses.

The incumbents? They win.

So do the GPS companies. In Missouri's new map, you'll need one of those fancy devices to find your way.

Posted on Sun, May. 08, 2011 

The Star’s editorial | Truce over stem-cell research benefits Missouri’s economy

Included in a massive economic development bill awaiting Missouri lawmakers in the final week of their session is a proposal to skim off a portion of the taxes paid by science and technology firms to spur more growth in those sectors.

In past years, such a measure would have prompted a paralyzing debate over unfounded fears that the incentives might be used for medical research that conservative religious and anti-abortion groups consider objectionable.

But lawmakers in both parties have wearied of the stem cell wars. And now, in an encouraging sign, key opponents are proposing a truce.

The Missouri Catholic Conference and two other groups have suggested that the Missouri Technology Corp., which would distribute the research incentives, be required to report annually to the legislature on whether any state money was funding research using embryonic stem cells. If so, the legislature could opt to defund the corporation in its budget process.

“The proposed language will allow legislators to operate with facts in hand, rather than on the basis of speculation or suspicion,” the Catholic Conference wrote in a letter to legislators.

In a perfect world, Missouri politicians would trust researchers to follow the guidelines of federal law and scientific ethics. But the Catholic Conference’s idea is far better than holding back all scientific research because of unreasonable fears.

Missouri Right to Life, a conservative anti-abortion group, says the compromise plan is insufficient. But it’s good that state lawmakers and other conservative organizations are taking a more conciliatory path.

Proposed MoDOT Restructuring

WASHINGTON MISSOURIAN  Posted: Saturday, May 7, 2011 6:32 pm 
The Missouri Department of Transportation (MoDOT), engulfed in a funding crisis, has announced a major proposed restructuring plan that will impact every section of the state. The plan probably will be approved when the highway commission meets in June.

The total impact of the plan, especially concerning personnel in Franklin and Warren counties, isn’t known since details still are being worked out by district engineers. The plan calls for reducing the districts from 10 to seven. Franklin County would remain in the St. Louis district, and Warren County would be moved from its present district to the St. Louis district. Warren County now is in District 3 that has its headquarters in Hannibal.

MoDOT’s staff statewide will be reduced by 1,200; 135 facilities will be closed and more than 720 pieces of equipment will be sold. The proposed plan will save $512 million through 2015 that will be used for vital road and bridge projects. No facilities will be closed in Franklin or Warren counties.

MoDOT plans to concentrate its efforts on maintaining what it has with available revenue. Major projects such as the Highway 100 widening improvement in Washington will not be affected. A new Highway 47 bridge at Washington depends on future federal funding for the most part.

The director of MoDOT, Kevin Keith, said the five-year construction plan averages spending about $600 milion each year, about half of what has been spent annually on average for the last five years. Since 2006, MoDOT said without additional funding the highway construction budget would decline significantly as proceeds from bonds were spent. The crisis was delayed by the use of federal stimulus funds. All of the funds from those two sources have been spent.

Members of the General Assembly had ample warnings about the fiscal crisis MoDOT now finds itself in, but no solution was put before voters. We’re a low gasoline tax state. The climate is terrible for an increase now because of the high price of gasoline. The same is true if a sales tax for roads and bridges is proposed. However, the governor and lawmakers need to propose solutions.

MoDOT has no choice but to make cuts in its operations to stay within its financial resources. We hope the area engineer program remains intact. They have been very helpful. We’ve had their ears. They have learned the areas where assigned, the needs and helped with solutions. It is one of the best programs MoDOT has ever adopted.

Editorial: State must compromise on injury fund or face lawsuits 

By the Editorial Board STLtoday.com | Posted: Sunday, May 8, 2011 12:00 am 

The 68-year-old St. Ann resident was an ironworker for 32 years. He has a metal plate in his head. Injuries happen when you work in heavy manufacturing.

Ten years ago, after multiple surgeries and back problems became too much to handle, he had to quit working.

The Marine Corps veteran filed for, and won, disability benefits through the state's Second Injury Fund, a form of workers' compensation that pays for work-related aggravations of previous injuries. The fund was started after World War II to encourage companies to hire veterans returning from war who might have disabilities but still wanted to and could work.

People like Mr. Frick.

Here's the problem. The Second Injury Fund is broke. It's been headed there since 2005 when, at the request of the business community, the Missouri Legislature put a cap on its revenue source. The fund owes Mr. Frick and thousands of others like him money for their injuries.

They've been through the court system. The courts have said the state has to pay. But there's no money, and now those disabled workers are going back to the courts seeking redress. Mr. Frick's payments already have begun, but they might dry up soon.

Unless the Legislature acts, the state might be on the hook for hundreds of millions of dollars. Sooner or later, either state or federal courts are going to make the state pay the workers who played by the rules and now have nothing to show for it.

Several audits have indicated that the problem can be solved simply by raising the cap on what businesses pay into the fund.

But the Second Injury Fund is stuck between a political rock and a hard place. Because Missouri trial attorneys — the bêtes noires of the business community — represent workers like Mr. Frick in the adjudication process, business groups have been unwilling to budge on the funding cap.

Until now.

In a remarkable turn of events — created by the fund's impending bankruptcy and the first of what probably will be hundreds, if not thousands, of lawsuits against the state — the Chamber of Commerce and the Missouri Association of Trial Attorneys have come to support a compromise.

Here's what the state should do:

• Dissolve the Second Injury Fund, as several other states have done. Move future cases to the workers' compensation system, which is financially stable and doesn't have an unreasonable cap on its revenue source.

• Create a supplemental fund to pay for the backlog of about 27,000 existing Second Injury Fund cases. That fund also would be paid for by business, with the yearly rate set by the state. Eventually it would go away.

This compromise — contained in a bill sponsored by Senate President Pro Tem Rob Mayer, R-Dexter — probably would mean an increase in workers' compensation rates in the short term. But it would create a predictable system, and rates eventually would drop.

It's a common sense deal that protects workers like Mr. Frick, allows businesses to have predictable costs and frees taxpayers from potentially serious future liability.

This is a serious, complicated issue that the Legislature has put off for too long. Lawmakers should act now or taxpayers will suffer the consequences when the court intervenes.

Harold Frick deserves his money. Pay the man.

Our Opinion: Sensible approach to brain injuries

By News Tribune
Saturday, May 7, 2011

In matters of the brain, common sense is applicable.

A concussion is an injury to the brain that can result from violent collisions in contact sports.

Players and coaches are not trained to assess the magnitude of the impact or the severity of a concussion. During the heat of competition, players may err in their assessments and insist on continuing to play.

State lawmakers are considering a bill designed to promote awareness of concussions, prevent compounding the injury and require a medical assessment.

We believe this common-sense proposal has much merit.

The proposal would establish a panel of state health officials, school board members and sports association representatives to develop guidelines and information for coaches, parents and high school athletes. Parents and children would be required to read and sign a form indicating they have read the data about concussions.

The legislation also would require young athletes to be removed from games or practices if they appear to be suffering from a concussion or brain injury. Athletes would be sidelined for at least 24 hours and would need to be cleared for play by a qualified medical professional before returning to the sport.

The proposal is supported by medical officials and sports organizations, including the National Football League.

Testifying in favor of the bill this week was Lincoln University football coach Mike Jones, who played college ball at Mizzou and pro football with the St. Louis Rams.

“A swollen ankle is totally different from a swollen brain,” he told lawmakers.

Concussions may cause headaches, nausea, vomiting, memory loss, blurred vision and impaired speech. They also may alter levels of alertness, consciousness and judgment.

Under those conditions, a player is incapable of using common sense as a basis for making decisions.

We encourage lawmakers to approve this sensible, statewide standard for dealing with concussions suffered by young athletes.

May 6, 2011 

Our view: Creating a problem 

The Joplin Globe Fri May 06, 2011, 08:00 AM CDT 

In 2006, Missouri courts recognized that requiring voters to provide photo identification before they can vote violates the state’s constitution.

The court’s message clear: A law like this would create barriers at the polls for some senior citizens, college students, poor people and some people with disabilities.

Why? Because they make up the nearly 230,000 voters in our state who do not possess driver’s licenses, one of the easiest and most-often used forms of photo identification.

The measure is back, and in our view it does more to disenfranchise voters than it does to protect them. The Missouri House on Wednesday approved legislation that would require voters to show government-issued photo ID before they could cast a ballot. The House version of the legislation also allows voters to cast ballots before Election Day in statewide elections. The House passed the legislation 99-52 Wednesday, returning it to the Senate.

In order to get around the constitutional question, the measure is also linked to a proposed constitutional amendment that would authorize voter ID and advanced voting laws. That constitutional amendment would appear on the 2012 statewide ballot, if it receives final approval from lawmakers before their session ends May 13.

If those supporting voter ID were able to produce an example of voter fraud in Missouri, then we might agree that there’s reason to adopt the law and go to the lengths and expense to hold an election and change our constitution.

Do our voting rolls need to be updated so as to avoid voting irregularities? Absolutely. But that has nothing to do with producing a photo before you can vote.

We would urge Missouri senators to turn down this bill, keeping in mind whom it really affects — their constituents.

Let elected official decide

MISSOURINET  by Bob Priddy on May 6, 2011

One of the phrases repeated during the legislature’s congressional redistricting process has been “It’s better to have elected representatives do this than to trust it to unelected judges.”

There are those who have their doubts that the elected representatives have done much more than prove that the majority does rule, especially if it’s a big enough majority and it does a few favors for a enough members of the minority to make sure a governor’s veto can be overridden.

Senator Ryan McKenna of Crystal City  opposed the override. His county has been split into three congressional districts, one of whom lives half a state away at the Lake of the Ozarks and a second one who claims Cape Girardeau as her home. McKenna is a Democrat. Bill Stouffer is a Republican and although he had voiced the elected officials vs. the courts sentiment during the original debate, he voted to uphold the veto. Stouffer lives in Saline County, one of the three rural counties that now find themselves represented by Kansas City Congressman and former Kansas City Mayor Emanuel Cleaver. The district is so awkwardly drawn that we have likened it to a dead lizard lying on its back, feet in the air.

Stouffer has said people in his district are raising money for a lawsuit challenging the new district lines. One of those who earlier had expressed distaste for the new fifth district is a Republican who has lost to Cleaver three times.

Maybe those unelected judges will get a chance to draw new lines after all. Some incumbent members of congress might be uncomfortable with that thought. They’ve spent the last few months lobbying the elected legislators to draw districts favorable to them. Those unelected judges who work in a system our political science textbooks tell us is a non-partisan arbiter of laws often created and passed in a partisan system are likely not to care too much for lobbying by incumbent members of congress.

When citizens think their elected officials have not, in fact, done a fair job, they have the power to turn to the courts. The courts sometimes have agreed with the citizens that their elected representatives have done a poor job. Sometimes they don’t get involved.

But that’s tomorrow’s news. To paraphrase the folks at FOX News: You decide. We’ll report.

Commentary: Impressions of Cairo and the flood's racial undertow

By Brooke Grace, special to the Beacon 

Posted 10:46 am Fri., 5.6.11 

"The thing is, no one wants Cairo here."
John Garrett was packing up his family outside his apartment a week ago as he voiced a common sentiment among Cairo, Ill., residents fleeing the rising Ohio and Mississippi rivers.

A Vietnam veteran, away from Cairo during years of racial strife during the late 1960s, Garrett was loading a rented U-Haul as he prepared to move his wife and daughter to a hotel across the river in Cape Girardeau, Mo.

His daughter, Jane Busby, a 17-year-old high school student, didn't want to go. "Cairo is not an upscale place, but it is my home and I don't want to leave," she said, standing on her front porch.




Photos by Brooke Grace

Homes and businesses along Illinois Route 3 in Olive Branch are submerged in floodwater May 3. The  town has been battling floodwaters for more than a week after record-breaking rain. (see a larger version)

Sixteen miles to the northwest, the mostly white residents of Olive Branch, Ill., already had lost some homes to the rising waters and were fighting to save the rest.
A crude sign was propped against a car by the side of Illinois Rte. 3. "Need Help," was spray-painted in black lettering on the piece of plywood.

A cluster of four or five houses along the highway was threatened by water from two directions. Volunteers had been filling sandbags for days to construct a makeshift levee to keep out the water. Residents used boats to move their valued possessions from threatened homes.

They worked day and night, young and old, filling and lifting heavy bags full of sand. Many residents said the same thing: "We can't stop now, we've tried so hard."

A friend and I, in Cairo most of the day, put down our cameras and stopped to help. I told them what we'd been up to in Cairo. One of the men, resting for a moment from his labors, responded that Cairo is full of AK-47s, drugs and people who don't want to work for their money. I've heard this voiced many times in my short time living in southern Illinois, but after spending a day with the people of Cairo, the comment caught me by surprise.

Two small Southern Illinois communities face a common danger, yet remain separated by persistent differences.

the flood's racial undertows

Back in Cairo, residents assembled sandbags in the parking lot of the junior and senior high school. Asked if the levees would keep water out of the city, Pastor Phillip Matthews answered a different, unspoken question. "We know what people have been saying about us." His response was in reference to Missouri Speaker of the House Steven Tilley, R-Perryville.
Tilley, when asked recently by a reporter at a press conference, "Would you rather have Missouri farmland flooded or Cairo under water?" replied, "Cairo, I've been there, trust me. Have you been to Cairo?"

Some of the reporters gathered around Tilley laughed at the speaker's comment.




The evacuated town of Cairo waits on May 3 for floodwaters to recede after the Army Coops of Engineers breached Birds Point Levee. (see a larger version)

Tilley later apologized for the remark. But it was mild compared to the comments of talk-radio callers in St. Louis who spoke about crack dealers in Cairo.
The remarks from the House speaker and Missouri residents reflected the racial undertones of last week's debate about whether or not to blow up the Birds Point Levee. With the water around Cairo slowly inching higher, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers had two options: do nothing and allow Cairo to drown or breach the Birds Point Levee.

However, breaching the levee would flood about 130,000 acres of farmland and destroyed about 100 homes. Missouri farmers spoke movingly in press interviews about losing farmhouses they have lived in all their lives.

Around the same time Tilley made his remarks, Cairo Mayor Judson Childs drafted a statement released on April 27: "Cairo, Illinois, will be the next 9th Ward of New Orleans." With a population about 70 percent African American and the rhetoric of government officials mocking the relevance of their town's existence, this statement did not surprise many members of the community.

The people of Cairo are used to it. They're also used to young reporters like me swooping into Cairo to see the beautiful decay and to talk about the tragedy of a lost town. The reporters talk about the civil rights riots, the lynchings and the segregation. They talk about Cairo as if it no longer exists. One would expect to see tumbleweeds dancing across the streets.

The thing is, Cairo is not a ghost town and it is not lost. While the buildings in what was once a booming downtown area resemble the shells of a Hollywood set, people still live here. While the population is not as large as it once was -- 15,000 at its peak in 1920 -- about 2,600 people are still willing to fight for their hometown.

There was no feeling of panic -- instead the laid-back attitude and confidence often found in small towns. A woman sat gardening in front of an empty building on Sycamore Street; children played in the streets. It certainly did not look like a town about to be flooded.

At the end of Washington Avenue, at the confluence of the Mississippi and Ohio rivers, a group of men was sandbagging the driveway of Fred's Fish Market, the southernmost home and business in Illinois. The driveway was a lake from the rising water and threatened to spill through the town.

Indelible images
Even if some people resent the way Cairo is viewed by many in the outside world, the residents of Cairo were polite as I asked to take pictures from the top of a city truck. Wesley Purchase, a member of the Cairo Fire Department, grabbed my hand and, like a Southern gentleman, lifted me onto the truck.

As an outsider, a young white woman with a camera, I was waved at, smiled at, and spoken to like just another resident of any small town.

I've spent a lot of time in Cairo over the last few months. I've visited the projects; I've spoken to the residents. I've nodded and exchanged pleasantries with random people on the street. When I look back over the last week in Cairo and Olive Branch, I have the same visuals for each -- a community coming together, a welcoming face and a small-town spirit that refuses to give up.

Brooke Grace is a graduate student at Southern Illinois University Carbondale's College of Mass Communication and Media Arts. She has been taking photos of the flood for the past two weeks. You can see her photos at www.brookegracephotography.com/Flood. 
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USDA gives grant to Warrensburg farm co-op for biofuel

by Jessica Machetta on May 6, 2011

The federal agriculture department has made a farm cooperative near Warrensburg the first in the nation to get a grant to develop a new biofuel. The Show Me Energy Cooperative is getting the money to continue developing biomass fuel pellets used by power plants. The co-op includes farmers in 30 counties producing dedicated grasses for bioenergy. 

SE MO meetings to provide information about state aid to help area recover and rebuild

by Jessica Machetta on May 6, 2011

Gov. Nixon is deploying senior officials from his administration and their staff to southeast Missouri for a series of five Community Response Meetings. His office invites the public to attend to learn about the resources, tools and services state government can provide to assist families and businesses affected by recent floods.

Agencies that will be represented oversee diverse programs and services, including unemployment and re-employment assistance; training for displaced workers; waste water and drinking water; temporary housing; food assistance; and more. Missourians who have been displaced from their jobs will be able to apply for unemployment assistance at these meetings and learn about services that are available from Missouri’s Career Centers.

“As Missourians always do in tough times, we’ve come together to fight this flood and keep families safe,” Nixon says. “Now, we must continue to stand together to recover and rebuild. My administration is ready to provide every tool and resource to help families, farms, businesses and communities start moving forward. We’re in this for the long haul.”

During the Community Response Meetings, leaders from various state agencies will provide a brief overview of services and resources their departments can offer. After that brief presentation, members of the public will have an opportunity to visit individually with agency representatives at various booths.

State agencies that will be participating in these meetings include:

 Missouri Department of Public Safety

 Missouri National Guard

 State Emergency Management Agency, including its Faith- and Community-Based Partnership

 Missouri Department of Economic Development

 Missouri Division of Workforce Development

 Missouri Department of Labor and Industrial Relations

 Missouri Division of Employment Security

 Missouri Department of Agriculture

 Missouri Department of Natural Resources

 Missouri Department of Insurance

 Missouri Department of Social Services

 Missouri Department of Health and Senior Services

A variety of county and federal agencies also will be represented. The meetings will be held Tuesday, May 10, 9 a.m. to noon at Poplar Bluff High School, 1300 Victory Lane. For residents of Butler, Iron, Madison, Ripley, Stoddard and Wayne counties.
From 3 to 6 p.m. at the Sikeston 5th & 6th Grade Center, 100 Twitty Drive. For residents of Bollinger, Cape Girardeau, Scott and Stoddard counties.
Wednesday, May 11, from 9 to 11 a.m. at Charleston High School, 606 S. Thorn St. For residents of Mississippi County.
From 2 to 4 p.m. at New Madrid Central High School, 310 US Highway 61. For residents of New Madrid and Stoddard counties.
From 6 to 8 p.m., Caruthersville Middle School, 1705 Ward Ave. For residents of Dunklin and Pemiscot counties.

Challenges to state budget (AUDIO)

by Bob Priddy on May 8, 2011

The way state government spends taxpayers’ money in the next fiscal year has been laid out.  But financing for future years remains uncertain during a fragile and recovering economy. 

Senate appropriations chairman Kurt Schaefer says state government is on financially-reduced but stable footing heading into a fiscal year starting July first.  But in a few months Schaefer and other budget-making lawmakers will be starting work on a new budget that will be missing federal stimulus funds that have propped up state programs for a couple of years.  He expects state income to continue slow growth but he expects demands on that limited income to increase.  

Schaefer says federal funding mandates will keep coming—and Washington might increase them by pushing more of its expenses down to states as Congress cuts the federal budget.

But don’t expect the legislature to do anything to increase state revenues to meet those new needs.   ”With the economy being what it is…I don’t know if it’s appropriate to be discussing charging people more money to live in the state of Missouri…as opposed to finding says to that we can find efficiencies in state government,” he says.

Schaefer sees no interest by the legislature in raising money by increasing the nation’s lowest tobacco tax.  He  favors an  increase but says it’s going to have to be although a citizens’ initiative.  

Press Conference with Sen. Schaefer mp3 

State Department of Labor: 1,000 unemployed because of flooding

by Jessica Machetta on May 6, 2011

The Department of Labor says at least a thousand people are out of work because of the flooding in Southeast Missouri, and that’s not counting farmers. Assistance is available.

Director Larry Rebman says resources are available now for those out of work because their homes are underwater or they can’t get to work.

Rebman says everyone out of work because of the flood – farmers too – should also fill out an unemployment claim. He says if rejected, they could qualify for federal funds if and when President Obama declares a disaster.

Though there is no deadline to file a claim, Rebman urges those affected in ten-county flooded region in Southeast Missouri to get online or the phone and get their applications in. Go to moclaim.mo.gov for more informaition on how to file. Those without internet access can call 800-320-2519.

According to the DOLIR website:

All affected workers, owners, farmers, employers, and employees in the southeastern part of the state affected by flooding and unable to work should file for regular unemployment benefits. The only way to file an unemployment claim is by phone or by the internet.

Internet: Please visit www.moclaim.mo.gov. The Internet Claim Filing System is available 24 hours a day, except between 11:30 p.m. on Saturday and 12:31 a.m. on Sunday, Central Time.

Telephone: Missouri Unemployment Claims Center Phone number 1-800-320-2519. The telephone filing system is available from 8 a.m. to 5 p.m., Central Time, Monday through Friday, except holidays. The Regional Claims Centers (RCC) answers calls in the order they are received. You must call from a touch-tone phone. Your call will be answered by an Interactive Voice Response (IVR) System. You will be given a menu of services. Once you are on the line to speak with a representative, do not hang up and call back. That will only increase your wait time by putting you again at the back of the call line.

Individuals who have become unemployed as a result of a major disaster and who are not eligible for regular state unemployment insurance benefits may be eligible for Disaster Unemployment Assistance (DUA). Once the Disaster declaration has been declared by the President, the public will be notified and only then can applications for DUA be filed

Due to flood conditions, the Missouri Department of Labor is suspending for 30 days the requirement that people receiving unemployment benefits must check in, in-person, every four-weeks to career centers in ten counties in southeast Missouri. The suspension applies only to those receiving unemployment benefits in the following counties: Bollinger, Butler, Cape Girardeau, Dunklin, Mississippi, New Madrid, Pemiscot, Stoddard, Scott, Wayne.

Affected flood victims filing unemployment claims should continue to search for work, make the required contacts with potential employers, keep record of these contacts on their work search record, and be able and available for work. Individuals should return the “Notice to Report” letter to the Division of Employment Security stating that this reporting requirement is temporarily suspended in accordance with the director’s order.

Clinton talks terrorism, economy, sustainability

by Jessica Machetta on May 6, 2011

Former President Bill Clinton delivered the Commencement speech at the University of Central Missouri, touching on America’s attack on Osama bin Laden, what needs to be done to turn the economy around, and mostly, global warming and sustainability.

He says there are three major problems in the world: it’s highly unstable, there’s too much inequality, and global warming.

“It’s highly unstable,” he said, pointing to worries about terrorism, financial crisis. “It’s not all bad. If there’s no instability, there’s no creativity.”

He says the U.S. is leading the world when it comes to widening the gap of unequal pay. Clinton says from World War II to 1981, inequality remained steady. CEOs earned about 60 times the common worker. Now, he says it’s closer to 200 times.

He says global warming is real, and changing the way we consume energy is the single most important thing to get us going again — it will create jobs, boost the economy.

Sustainability is a big deal at UCM. Through a $36 million energy efficiency initiative, and with help from the Clinton Climate Initiative, the university retrofitted its campus to be energy efficient. They have partnered with the National Energy Retrofit Institute and are determined to move forward in what is a growing field.

University staff says they didn’t pay Clinton to speak, just for his travel expenses. He was honored with an honorary doctorate.

He says he was the first President to speak at this campus since Harry Truman. Other notables who have spoken at UCM include Mikhail Gorbachev, and Lech Walesa.

USA TODAY MISSOURI NEWS

MONDAY, MAY 9 -- Kansas City — Police say a man who was cooking methamphetamine inside a closed hospital suffered third-degree burns when the lab exploded. Officers found the man running Saturday from the old Trinity Lutheran Hospital, which is being converted into condominiums. He told responders he and another man had been cooking meth inside the building.
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