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With 48 hours to go, here's where things stand in the Mo. legislature

Jason Noble. KC STAR PRIME BUZZ BLOG

JEFFERSON CITY | As Missouri’s 2011 legislative session slouches toward adjournment on Friday, most of the action is taking place off the chamber floors.

The one big topic remaining: economic development and tax-credit reform.

The House and Senate apparently are miles apart on what new development incentives they want, and what cuts to existing programs they’re willing to stomach.

The short version: The House wants a more new incentives, less cuts and opposes Gov. Jay Nixon’s plan to consolidate several programs into one. The Senate wants basically the opposite. 

They’re in agreement on some key provisions, though. Both sides favor the “Aerotropolis” package of incentives for the St. Louis airport and MoSIRA, the program that will set aside taxes collected from high-tech businesses to encourage growth in that sector.

The discussion has been happening behind closed doors for a couple weeks now, but negotiations have ramped up since the day began. 

As evidence of progress, the House agreed this afternoon to go to conference on the Senate’s version of the package. That’ll allow the two sides to formally strike a compromise and, if they actually do compromise, to cast final votes on the package. 

The House also loaded up another bill with their preferred version of the package. That one will continue cruising through the process, although time is working against it at this point. 

Here’s the long version, with more detail on the package and the points of contention:

Historic preservation tax credits, awarded for the rehabilitation of old buildings, drain more than a hundred million dollars a year from state revenues. The Senate position would cap the program at $75 million a year, while the House would prefer a $115 million cap.

Low-income housing tax credits are in a similar situation. The Senate package caps them at $80 million, but the House wants them limited to $110 million. 

Nixon’s Compete Missouri program, which consolidates several existing credits and gives the state’s Department of Economic Development more flexibility in awarding the credits, is favored by the Senate but seen as a nonstarter in the House. 

On the Aerotropolis package, meanwhile, the House and Senate are in agreement on tax credits that would offer a total of $60 million in tax credits for air-freight companies and $300 million in credits for warehousing at the St. Louis airport over 15 years. The objective is to turn the airport into a hub for international shipping that could link this country’s agricultural heartland with markets in Asia and South America. 

Both sides also like MoSIRA, which would pull a percentage of taxes collected on high-tech businesses and set it aside for reinvestment in scientific industries. A key concession in the Senate was that the state funds used in the program would be “subject to appropriation” — that is, at the discretion of lawmakers. 

The packages also contain measures meant to benefit the Kansas City area.

Business leaders in the city are pushing hard for a set of incentives to keep firms from taking their operations across the state line to Kansas. 

A separate measure would create tax incentives to attract data centers — the vast warehouses where tech firms keep the servers and other hardware that make the internet work. Several areas across the state are seen as ideal sites for the centers, including some in the Kansas City area.

If the bill is to pass, lawmakers must reconcile their differences soon. The session adjourns for the year at 6 p.m. Friday.

Missouri pushes tougher abortion law

Measure would stop doctors if fetuses found viable after 20 weeks.

11:00 PM, May. 11, 2011

Written by Roseann Moring News-Leader 

JEFFERSON CITY -- The General Assembly is poised to further tighten Missouri's abortion laws to some of the strictest in the country.
A bill almost through the legislative process would place hurdles in the way of doctors who perform abortions after 20 weeks, based on the belief that some fetuses are viable after that point.

But opponents say that's not based on science or facts.

A handful of states have passed similar bills this year and about 15 more are considering it.

Republican leaders in both Missouri chambers pushed for the bill as a way to decrease abortions.

"We can talk about protecting life, or we can talk about slaughtering life," said House Floor Leader Tim Jones, R-Eureka.

The bill would require that doctors determine whether a fetus is viable before performing an abortion of a fetus after 20 weeks. If the fetus would be found to be viable, the doctor would not be allowed to perform the abortion, except in a medical emergency.

If the fetus would be found not to be viable, the doctor would have to get a second opinion before performing an abortion and file the decision with the state.

Very similar versions of the bill have passed both chambers, and both sides say they intend to pass a final bill before the end of the legislative session at 6 p.m. Friday.

Anti-abortion groups say increasing restrictions will decrease the frequency of abortion.

Samuel Lee, a lobbyist for Campaign Life Missouri, said the key is the additional verification. He said it's simply "adding more layers of oversight." Lee also said he likes the stricter definition of the exemption for the health of the woman.

"This tightens that up," he said.

Thomas Long, R-Battlefield, lauded the bill during floor debate.

"What the bill does ... is protect the most precious and innocent of life," Long said.

But abortion rights groups said this erodes the Supreme Court case that legalized abortion, and they are looking at whether further restrictions could hold up in court.

Paula Gianino, CEO of the southwest Missouri Planned Parenthood affiliate, said this bill applies to very few abortions that are currently performed in the state. She said it would put hurdles in the path of low-income women and could potentially delay a life-saving procedure.

She also said she believes similar but not identical moves in other states by anti-abortion groups are a way to get the issue to the courts.

"This is a concerted, a very strategic effort by anti-abortion groups to try to confuse the public," she said.

She cited medical research that says fetuses are not viable at 20 weeks.

If the General Assembly passes the bill, it goes to Democratic Gov. Jay Nixon. He has not indicated whether he'll sign it.

House OKs agriculture bills

With 2 days left, Senate will tackle issues

Jimmy Myers St. Joseph News-Press 

POSTED: 10:43 pm CDT May 11, 2011UPDATED: 11:04 pm CDT May 11, 2011
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. — Two nearly identical omnibus agriculture bills that aim to protect farmers have passed through the Missouri House, with only two days remaining in the legislative session. 

Rep. Casey Guernsey, R-Bethany, said the passage of the House and Senate versions of the agriculture-related bills complete his top objectives this session. The Senate will have to sign off on one or both before the issues advance to the governor. 

At the top of his list were provisions to deter another situation like what happened in Gallatin, Mo., where farmers weren’t paid for grain stored in a large elevator. The bill would require operators to have and maintain current assets at 100 percent of current liabilities. Among other requirements, the grain sale and storage bill, which is included in the omnibus bill, increases the minimum surety bond requirement for licensed dealers from $20,000 to $50,000 and the maximum from $300,000 to $600,000. 

“Right to farm” language, though mostly symbolic, also made it in the omnibus bill, but Mr. Guernsey said it addresses attacks on agriculture from animal and environmental rights activists and trial lawyers. 

“We’re in a defining point for nearly every facet of the agricultural industry,” he said. “There are certainly opponents that are going to exploit every opportunity ... they’re picking away at Missouri’s No. 1 industry.” 

The bill also included language from Rep. Delus Johnson, R-St. Joseph, allowing vendors at farmers markets and roadside stands to sell their produce without charging sales tax. This would allow sellers to bypass a “bonding” requirement that can be difficult for some small producers to acquire. 

An amendment involving the introduction of elk to Missouri also made it on the omnibus bill Wednesday. The Missouri Department of Conservation recently acquired 34 elk that will be released in a public conservation park in southeast Missouri. Opponents worry that the elk will spread disease to livestock, tear through fences, cause damage to crops and cause vehicle accidents. 

Legislation was drawn up assigning ownership of the elk to the conservation department, making it financially responsible for damage caused by elk. However, the bill, which was voted out of committee in March, never made it to the House floor. 

An amendment passed Wednesday on a Senate agriculture bill would allow landowners or lessors to destroy elk that cause damage to farm property. 

One amendment that passed on the Senate version of the omnibus bill would require landowners to first gain clearance from the Department of Conservation before killing the elk. Mr. Guernsey said that provision will not make it on the final version in the Senate, which has until 6 p.m. Friday to take up the omnibus bill. 

Related to Mr. Guernsey’s comments regarding trial lawyers, Gov. Jay Nixon on Wednesday signed what has been termed the “CAFO bill.” 

Mr. Guernsey and Sen. Brad Lager, R-Savannah, sponsored bills that would limit lawsuits against corporate farming. Mr. Guernsey’s bill was vetoed last week by Mr. Nixon for being “too broad,” and because it “precluded the neighbors of nuisances relating to crop or animal production from obtaining punitive damages.” Those items were fixed in the Senate version of the bill, which Mr. Nixon signed. 

“Punitive damages are an important legal tool. They send a strong message to bad actors to clean up their act,” Mr. Nixon said. “Senate Bill 187 addresses both these concerns and as a result, has earned my signature.” 

The bill sponsors said previously that their language never intended to prohibit punitive damage suits.

Nixon signs farm nuisance lawsuit bill

BY JASON HANCOCK • STLtoday.com | Posted: Wednesday, May 11, 2011 6:13 pm 

Gov. Jay Nixon on Wednesday signed a revised version of legislation that restricts nuisance lawsuits against large industrial farm operations.

The governor vetoed another version of the bill last week, saying he had two main objections: That it was too broad and that it would have precluded plaintiffs from obtaining punitive damages.

“Punitive damages are an important legal tool,” he said. “They send a strong message to bad actors to clean up their act.”

The new legislation addresses both of his concerns, Nixon said, and thus earned his signature.

The bill prohibits neighbors of large agricultural operations from filing repeated nuisance lawsuits against the same farm for the same issue, usually odor or other environmental nuisances. Plaintiffs in these cases would be able recover damages for a medical condition, if there is evidence that the condition was caused by the nuisance.

The legislation was inspired by hog-producer Premium Standard, which said last year that it might have to leave the state if it continued to be targeted by nuisance lawsuits. The company claimed it costs $7 more to raise a hog in Missouri than in neighboring states because of litigation.

Supporters say by reducing the number of lawsuits, the bill would save as many as 3,000 jobs and $75 million in payroll and an industry that means millions to the state.

Critics say by limiting lawsuits the bill takes away the only tool property owners have to force offending neighbors to correct problems.

The facilities in question are known as concentrated animal feeding operations, or CAFOs. They have come under attack largely because of the way they handle hog waste, which is typically stored in large lagoons and then spread on fields.

Cape, Jackson lawmakers wrap up freshman session

Thursday, May 12, 2011
By Scott Moyers ~ Southeast Missourian

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. -- For Rep. Wayne Wallingford, the last few days of his first session in the state legislature have been like playing in the Super Bowl. 

"But it's the last two minutes and you're out of time-outs," said the 64-year-old Republican who represents Cape Girardeau. "That's how fast things are happening." 

Wallingford and Rep. Donna Lichtenegger, R-Jackson, are wrapping up their freshman sessions in the state legislature and both said the last few weeks have been a whirlwind of last-minute amendments, debate and controversy. 

The Missouri House this week gave final approval to several pieces of legislation, including bills that would require drug testing for welfare recipients and place a ban on so-called "bath salts." 

Last week, the House and Senate gave final approval to the 13 appropriations bills that make up the $23.2 billion fiscal 2012 state operating budget that will go into effect July 1. Earlier that week, House members voted to override Gov. Jay Nixon's veto of legislation that would redraw Missouri's congressional map. 

That doesn't include the flurry of activity going on in the next 48 hours as the House and Senate work to reach final agreements with the state Senate on bills before Friday's 6 p.m. deadline. 

Elected in November, Wallingford replaced Clint Tracy in the 158th District, and Lichtenegger claimed the 157th District seat vacated by Scott Lipke. 

Wallingford, a Cape Girardeau businessman, and Lichtenegger, a retired dental hygienist, acknowledged a bit of a learning curve. But they said they found their new posts rewarding and each relished the opportunity to enact change at the state level. 

"I was really excited to get up here and it's what I thought it would be -- a lot of hard work," said Lichtenegger, 60. "I intend to keep going. If you really work hard and really listen to what's going on and what people are telling you, there's a lot you can do." 

Wallingford seems to have made quite an impression, catching the eye of House Speaker Steve Tilley. Earlier this week, Tilley, R-Perryville, named Wallingford one of several freshman legislators of the year for his work on higher education initiatives. 

Through Wallingford's role as vice chairman of the House Committee on Higher Education he sponsored a bill that established the Nursing Education Incentive Program. The House also passed legislation that Wallingford sponsored that will give grants of up to $500 to students who score well on Advanced Placement tests. Wallingford said the grants will give more students an incentive to study math and science, which he said will benefit the state's economy. 

Lichtenegger pointed to the one piece of legislation she sponsored that passed, a dental teaching bill that allows Missouri's dental schools to hire instructors from outside the U.S. Lichtenegger said that will address a teacher shortage, but it will still require the teachers to meet all the same standards as American teachers. 

She also noted that she worked hard on the Land Reclamation Act, though it was ultimately defeated. That bill would have given the Land Reclamation Commission, a division of the state's Department of Natural Resources, the ability to deny a mining permit if the quarry would be within one mile of a school, child care facility, church, nursing home, public building or cemetery. But she said state Sen. Jason Crowell, R-Cape Girardeau, introduced a bill that passed that restricts such quarries within 1,000 feet of a school. 

She said when working on the budget, she helped save $1.4 million for Meals on Wheels that Nixon wanted scrapped. 

Both Lichtenegger and Wallingford said they already have their eyes trained on the next legislative session. Wallingford wants to introduce a bill that would prohibit criminal youth offenders from being housed with adult offenders. Lichtenegger wants to work on bills that would require defibrillators to be placed in gyms and for Missouri to produce and use incandescent light bulbs solely for the state, an act that would defy federal regulations that call for the bulbs to be phased out over the next three years. 

Missouri Senate passes bill to drop minimum age for concealed carry permit

BY JASON HANCOCK • STLtoday.com | Posted: Thursday, May 12, 2011 12:25 am
JEFFERSON CITY • The age requirement to obtain a conceal-and-carry firearm permit would change from 23 to 21 under a bill passed Wednesday by the Missouri Senate.

The measure passed 27-6, with all "no" votes coming from Democrats.

The House passed a similar version of the legislation in March and can now either pass the Senate's bill or ask for a conference committee to iron out the differences before the session's mandatory closing at 6 p.m. Friday.

In addition to lowering the conceal-and-carry age requirement, the bill would also allow more people to carry a concealed firearm inside the Missouri Capitol building. Currently, only legislators are allowed to carry guns, but the bill would expand that privilege to include legislative staff members and statewide elected officials as well.

The training to obtain a conceal-and-carry permit would include time at a firing range with both a revolver and a semiautomatic pistol.

In order to pass, the applicant would have to hit targets with both types of handguns.

The Senate version, which was sponsored by state Sen. Brian Munzlinger, R-Williamstown, originally would have lowered the conceal-and-carry age to 18. Democrats, especially those from urban districts, expressed concerns that lowering the minimum age that much would put guns in untrained and unsafe hands, and ultimately, increase gun violence in the state.

"In urban areas, guns are a serious safety issue," said state Sen. Maria Chappelle-Nadal, D-St. Louis.

As a compromise, Republicans agreed to move the age back to 21. State Sen. Brian Nieves, R-Washington, said he would have preferred the age requirement move to 18 years old but was fine with the compromise.

"Where I live, if you don't have a gun it's like you don't have a car," he said before inviting Chappelle-Nadal to join him at a gun range in order to alleviate any fears she may have of firearms.

In 2003, Missouri became one of the last states to allow residents to obtain a permit for carrying a concealed weapon, a change that required overriding a gubernatorial veto.

Mo. Senate backs bill lowering concealed carry age

Thursday, May 12, 2011
The Associated Press
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- A bill lowering the age to get a concealed gun permit in Missouri is now just one step from the governor's desk. 

The Senate voted 27-6 Wednesday to pass a bill lowering the concealed gun age to 21 -- the same age at which people can legally drink alcohol. The bill needs only a final House vote to go to Gov. Jay Nixon. 

Missouri's current minimum age of 23 was set when lawmakers overrode a veto by then-Gov. Bob Holden to enact a concealed-carry law in 2003. The National Rifle Association says Missouri's age restriction is the highest among states that allow concealed gun permits. 

This year's bill also would allow state officials and their staff to carry concealed guns in the Capitol if they have permits. 

___ 

Guns bill is HB294. 

Online: 

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

May 11, 3:47 PM EDT

Mo. lawmakers approve delay in sprinkler mandate 
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Missouri lawmakers have voted to delay a sprinkler system mandate for residential care centers that was adopted in response to a deadly fire.

Eleven people were killed in a November 2006 fire at the Anderson Guest House for the mentally ill and disabled in southwest Missouri. The home lacked sprinklers.

The next year, the Legislature passed a bill requiring nursing homes, assisted living centers and residential care facilities with at least 20 beds to install sprinklers by the end of 2012.

A bill given final approval Wednesday by lawmakers pushes back that deadline to Dec. 31, 2014. The bill now goes to Gov. Jay Nixon.

---

Sprinkler bill is SB118.

Online:

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

House OKs public safety tax ballot measure

Jimmy Myers St. Joseph News-Press 

POSTED: 10:49 pm CDT May 11, 2011
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. — St. Joseph residents are a step closer to deciding if they want to impose up to a half-cent sales tax to benefit city public safety departments. 

The Missouri House on Wednesday passed an amendment to a tax collections bill, which would allow the City Council to put a safety sales tax item on a ballot of its choosing. 

The council can also decide the amount of the tax, but it can’t exceed a half-cent. The bill must pass the Senate and be signed by the governor. 

Rep. Pat Conway, D-St. Joseph, is skeptical that the bill, which was loaded down with 14 amendments in the House, can pass through the Senate. Many bills heard in the last week of the session (it ends at 6 p.m. Friday) have amendments thrown at them. The tax collections bill was no exception. 

If the issue makes it to a vote in St. Joseph, and if approved by residents, it could garner $4 million to $5 million per year for the police and fire departments. 

Other St. Joseph representatives at the Statehouse, Republicans Delus Johnson and Galen Higdon, also supported the measure Wednesday. 

Mr. Higdon said public safety departments in the city are “strapped for cash” due to the economy; and equipment needs to be replaced. He said the legislation would allow residents “a voice” in deciding the fate of the department’s budgets. 

Mr. Johnson, a longtime firefighter, said last week that much of the department’s equipment will need to be replaced soon and money gained from the tax would help in that endeavor.

Irwin confirmed for police board; local control remains stuck

BY VIRGINIA YOUNG • STLtoday.com | Posted: Wednesday, May 11, 2011 6:22 pm

JEFFERSON CITY -- Tom Irwin was confirmed by the Senate this evening as the newest member of the St. Louis Police Board.

Irwin, executive director of Civic Progress and a longtime player in St. Louis politicial circles, was appointed by Gov. Jay Nixon to replace Michael Gerdine, a chiropractor who had been serving the remainder of an unexpired term.

Irwin's main job may be to help smooth the path to local control if the Legislature passes the bill turning the Police Department over to the city for the first time since the Civil War.

Initially, Sen. Robin Wright-Jones, D-St. Louis, held up Irwin's appointment, saying no one had explained to her why there was a rush to replace Gerdine.

Wright-Jones said tonight that she still opposed putting Irwin on the board but would not try to stall a vote. She noted that Nixon could have withdrawn the appointment and resubmitted it as an interim appointment next week, after the Legislature adjourns.

"If local control does pass, it's a moot point," she added.

But there was no movement today on local control. Senate leaders are holding up that bill as a bargaining chip to get House leaders to agree to a tax credit overhaul.

The two chambers inched closer today when they agreed to appoint  a conference committee to try to negotiate a compromise on tax credits.

However, major differences remain.

Case in point: historic preservation tax credits.

Missouri spends more than any other state on such projects, and the Senate wants to lower the annual cap on the program to $75 million from $140 million.

The House is willing to lower it only to $115 million. Whether that would reduce the program's cost is unclear because the House also would broaden the exemption for projects that aren't counted in the cap.

The exemption would apply to projects receiving up to $500,000 in credits instead of $275,000. Developers also would gain the right to appeal when their applications were denied.

"That proposal is an embarrassment," said Sen. Brad Lager, R-Savannah and a member of the conference committee.

The legislative session ends at 6 p.m. Friday.

Proposed new legislative boundary lines touch off furor among many incumbents
By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter  

Posted 6:44 pm Wed., 5.11.11 

Amid all the haggling over issues during the final days of this legislative session, members of the Missouri General Assembly are abuzz over their own political futures.

And according to preliminary redistricting maps, the picture isn't pretty for many of them.

The 24th District state senate seat of Republican incumbent John Lamping of Ladue gets moved from mid-St. Louis County to southwest Missouri.

The residences of state Sens. Eric Schmitt, R-Glendale, and Jim Lembke, R-Lemay, get tossed into the same district. And part of Chesterfield would be shifted into the district now represented by a Franklin County Republican, Brian Nieves of Washington.

On the surface, such tentative boundary lines would seem to reflect the dream Democratic map aimed at targeting most the St. Louis region's Republicans.

[image: image10.jpg]


But the city of St. Louis' two state senators -- Democrats Robin Wright-Jones and Joe Keaveny -- are furious over what the preliminary map does to their respective 5th and 4th districts. (See the comparison between the current district and the proposal at right)

"It almost takes us back to the Civil War," said Wright-Jones angrily.

The 4th and 5th districts now are drawn to represent the western and eastern halves of the city, giving both a multi-racial electorate. The proposed map would have the 4th -- represented by Keaveny -- take in all of the city's North Side and the Central West End. The 4th's electorate would be heavily African-American; Keaveny is white.

Wright-Jones' district would take in the city's southern half, which is predominantly white, along with a bit of south St. Louis County. She is African-American.

Both senators complained that the new lines highlight the city's longstanding racial housing patterns, and run against the effort of the last decade to de-emphasize race in the city's politics. Wright-Jones noted that it took decades to get the current multi-racial lines for the two districts.

"This (map) takes us back 20 years," Keaveny said.

As an aside, he said he's heard a lot of grousing since the map began circulating a couple days ago. "I can tell you, there's not a senator I know who's happy," he said.

The goals of the drafters
According to the chairman of the commission charged with redrawing the Senate lines, the opinions of incumbent senators are among the last of his considerations.

Chairman Doug Harpool, a former Democratic legislator from Springfield, Mo., outlined his philosophy in a letter sent to the Republican vice chairman, John Maupin. At Harpool's request, a copy was forwarded to the Beacon.

Harpool wrote that the tentative map was designed to elicit discussion. But in defense of the proposed lines, he said the map:

- "Creates districts as close as practicable to ideal size.

- "Creates districts that are contiguous, and which follow the constitutional provisions on the crossing of county boundaries.

- "Attempts to create a map that more closely reflects the true political character of our state than does the current plan."

Harpool also wrote that the map "eliminates the deference that is sometimes given to the protection of incumbents."

"In a world where term limits already exist and in which citizens are increasingly wary of the entrenchment of government, we’ve created a plan that does not seek to give undue advantages to incumbent legislators," Harpool wrote.

One of the crafters of the proposed Senate map, commissioner Jeff Mazur of Ashland, Mo., said in an interview that "in the creation of this map, protection of majority minority districts was a top, if not 'the' top, priority."

In the St. Louis area, he said, that means protecting the 4th District as a predominantly African-American district -- even though Keaveny is white -- as well as the 14th District in St. Louis County, currently represented by Democrat Maria Chappelle-Nadal of University City, who is African-American.

The residence of Republican Lamping, who is white, would also be in the 14th under the proposed new lines.

The race or identity of the current senators isn't a factor, Mazur added, since protecting incumbents was not one of the concerns of the commissioners.

As for Lamping's 24th District being moved across the state, Mazur said that was justified because St. Louis County has lost population according to last year's census. The county, he said, should have only 5 state senate districts, and 3/4 of another district. That meant a district needed to be moved to elsewhere in the state -- notably southwest Missouri -- where there has been a gain in population.

Another aim, said Mazur, was to draw up a map that reflects "the political makeup of the state."

Mazur is a Democrat. The state's partisan split, he and other Democrats have maintained, is not as overwhelmingly Republican as the Senate's current partisan split of 26 Republicans and 8 Democrats.

A similar philosophy appears to be reflected in the preliminary map drawing new lines for the 163 members of the Missouri House.

Incumbent vs. Incumbent
According to calculations circulating in the Capitol, at least 45 current members of the Missouri House would appear to find themselves in 2012 pitted against a fellow incumbent in newly drawn districts around the state.

In the St. Louis area, those legislators are believed to include:

Democrats Jamilah Nasheed and Penny Hubbard, both of St. Louis;

Democrats Bert Atkins and Steve Webb, both of Florissant;

Democrat Rory Ellinger of University City and Republican John Diehl of Town and Country;

Republicans Andrew Koenig of Winchester and Don Gosen of Chesterfield;

Republicans Tim Jones of Eureka and Dwight Scharnhorst of southwest St. Louis County;

Democrat Scott Sifton and Republican Cloria Brown, both of south St. Louis County;

Republicans Cole McNary of Chesterfield and Sue Allen of Town and Country;

Republicans Doug Funderburk of St. Peters and Kurt Bahr of St. Charles;

Republicans Gary Fuhr of south St. Louis County and John McCaherty of High Ridge.

Nasheed and Hubbard suspect that they are Democratic targets because both voted earlier this month to override Gov. Jay Nixon's veto of the congressional redistricting map.

The override put in place a map that eliminates the congressional district of a fellow Democrat, U.S. Rep. Russ Carnahan of St. Louis. Both legislators say they were acting on behalf of U.S. Rep. William Lacy Clay, D-St. Louis, who had no objections to the Republican-drawn congressional map.

But many area Democratic leaders privately say the two legislators must be punished for their actions, since it resulted in the loss of a Democratic congressional seat.

However, activists in both parties -- and some involved in crafting the House map -- say that the dramatic loss of population in parts of the city of St. Louis and St. Louis County makes it mandatory that some area legislators find themselves in the same situation as Carnahan: tossed into the same district with other incumbents.

The only issue is who gets picked.

Nasheed said that she doubts that the preliminary House map will get adequate support from the Republicans on the bipartisan redistricting commission. She predicted that the state courts will end up crafting the legislative maps because of partisan differences. Judges get the job if the commissions fail to reach consensus.

"I'll let the chips fall where they may," Nasheed said.

Meanwhile, Keaveny and Wright-Jones plan to address the commissioners on the Senate's map-drawing panel when their hearing is held in St. Louis on May 25. And both say they will register their united opposition to the preliminary map, in its treatment of the 4th and 5th Districts in the city of St. Louis.

Freelance writer Jason Rosenbaum contributed information for this article.
Biden, Nixon tour tornado-damaged Berkeley

By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter  

Updated 1:39 pm Wed., 5.11.11 

Accompanied by Missouri Gov. Jay Nixon, Vice President Joe Biden toured tornado-damaged areas in north St. Louis County this morning.

Nixon's spokesman said the governor greeted Biden at the airport, then the two traveled to Berkeley to view damage from the recent tornadoes.

According to the pool report: "The vice president walked past a home bisected by an uprooted tree; the street was still littered with storm debris. Biden discussed potential FEMA relocation benefits with one resident who has been told she must vacate her damaged home ASAP."

"Our first objective is to get a roof over your head," Biden told the woman. "We know people's'lives have been disrupted."

However, Nixon had told reporters a couple weeks ago that people with private insurance would likely not qualify for federal help.

According to the pool report (written by Post-Dispatch reporter Jake Wagman), "Biden was dressed for the heat in a polo shirt, slacks and tasseled loafers."

After the tour, Biden stopped by the Richmond Heights home of Clayco chief Bob Clark, a major Democratic donor and party activist, for an apparent private fundraiser.

Back at the airport, Biden then attended a closed-door Democratic meeting with St. Louis Mayor Francis Slay, Missouri Democratic chair Susan Montee, St. Louis County Executive Charlie Dooley, new county Assessor Jake Zimmerman, Board of Aldermen President Lewis Reed, and St. Louis Democratic Party chairman Brian Wahby. Wahby is on the DNC national committee.

Those in attendance said the 20-minute meeting focused on Missouri's political landscape.

Nixon did not attend that meeting; he'd left earlier to return to the Capitol to resume work on legislative priorities.

In a statement issued earlier, the governor said, "On Easter weekend, tornadoes ripped through St. Louis County and other parts of Missouri, causing severe damage and destruction. Thankfully, because of early warnings communicated by state and local law enforcement, not a single life was lost in our state. We appreciate the close coordination and cooperation we have seen with our federal emergency partners, and it is an honor to host Vice President Biden today as we discuss strategies to recover and rebuild.

"The night of the storms, April 22, Gov. Nixon declared a state of emergency in Missouri and activated the state emergency management plan, which allows state agencies to assist local jurisdictions with their emergency response," the governor's office added. "In addition to Berkeley, the tornadoes also affected Ferguson, Maryland Heights, Bridgeton, and St. Ann in St. Louis County; New Melle in St. Charles County; and facilities at Lambert-St. Louis International Airport."

Earlier this week, President Barack Obama issued a disaster declaration for jurisdictions in Missouri affected by the tornadoes and recent flooding, including St. Louis County.

Joe Biden visits St. Louis area 

BY JAKE WAGMAN • STLtoday.com | Posted: Thursday, May 12, 2011 12:15 am 

BERKELEY • Vice President Joe Biden made a surprise visit to St. Louis on Wednesday, touring a storm-ravaged neighborhood before setting off to raise money for his party.

Biden joined Gov. Jay Nixon in Berkeley, one of the north St. Louis County suburbs hit hardest by the Good Friday tornadoes.

The vice president walked past a home bisected by an uprooted tree; the street, Evergreen Boulevard, was still littered with storm debris.

"The damage, as you can see, is just devastating," said Berkeley resident Djuna Miller, who has been told she has to vacate her home.

Miller had an advocate in Biden, who called recovering from the tornadoes and the other weather disasters that have affected the South and Midwest a "national responsibility."

The vice president put his arm around Miller and talked with her about federal relocation assistance.

"Our first objective is to get a roof over your head," Biden said. "We know people's lives have been disrupted."

Biden was dressed for the heat in a polo shirt, slacks and tasseled loafers. After spending about 30 minutes in Berkeley, the vice president was scheduled to attend a Democratic National Committee fundraiser.

The event was at the Richmond Heights home of Clayco chief Bob Clark, who was appointed by the president to sit on the White House Preservation Committee.

Over the last three years, Biden has been a regular visitor to St. Louis, the site of the only vice presidential debate in the 2008 election.

Mo. DNR waives some requirements to aid flood cleanup

Thursday, May 12, 2011
Southeast Missourian
The Missouri Department of Natural Resources will waive special solid waste and air pollution regulations to provide flexibility in flood cleanup operations in 19 Missouri counties. 

The waiver applies to Barry, Butler, Cape Girardeau, Carter, Dunklin, Howell, McDonald, Mississippi, New Madrid, Ozark, Pemiscot, Reynolds, Ripley, St. Francois, Scott, Stoddard, Stone, Taney and Wayne counties, the DNR reported in a news release. 

The waiver allows plant waste and appliances to be taken to sanitary landfills if the landfills will accept the them. The department is encouraging local governments to coordinate collection of damaged appliances so they can remove refrigerants before the appliances are recycled. 

The waiver also allows the burning of "vegetative waste" on the property where it originated, at least 200 yards from the nearest occupied structure. Such burning must be approved by local fire officials. 

The waiver will be in effect until May 23 unless extended and can be found at www.dnr.mo.gov/Waiverflood5-10-2011.pdf. 

Residents or businesses involved in storm debris cleanup should call the Department of Natural Resource's Southeast Regional Office at 573-840-9750 or the Southwest Regional Office at 417-891-4300 for additional information or clarification of the waiver. 

Lawmakers respond to Missouri, Illinois welfare money spent in Las Vegas 

by Chris Nagus

KMOV.com

Posted on May 11, 2011 at 10:45 PM

Updated today at 7:50 AM 

(KMOV) -- Over the past six months, News 4 has uncovered abuse involving Missouri EBT and Illinois Link cards.  

In January and February the cards were used in all 50 states including Alaska and Hawaii. A look at transactions in Las Vegas revealed several thousand dollars worth of TANF (Temporary Assistance to Needy Families) benefits were accessed near the big casinos and resorts. 

In some cases those transactions took place in small neighborhood bars and casinos during the overnight hours. News 4 has also discovered several withdrawals at strip clubs in the metro east using Missouri EBT cards. The state of Illinois doesn't have a way to tell if Link cards are being used at specific ATMs inside strip clubs.  

During this same time period, News 4 has been following a federal case involving a Metro East convenience store manager accused of defrauding the food stamp program for more than $1.5 million. 

The food stamp program is run by the USDA, but the money is administered by individual states. The Missouri Department of Social Services and the Illinois Department of Human Services have both declined on camera interview requests to explain how they investigate fraud within the program. News 4 has made repeated attempts to get answers about the program from the USDA, but so far their paid spokespeople have not returned phone calls.  

The recent stories are catching the attention of Senators from Missouri and Illinois. Senator Roy Blunt (R – Missouri) says businesses like bars that accept these EBT and Link cards should be held accountable and so should cardholders who abuse the system. “I think your access to these programs should be in jeopardy if you didn't use them for you and your children and things you are supposed to use them for, there should be a penalty” said Blunt. 

As a result of News 4’s investigation, Illinois’ Senior Senator Dick Durbin (D – Illinois) is now formally asking the state Department of Human Services to carefully review the findings of the News 4 investigation and to advise the Senator on abuse.

News 4 also met up with Sen. Mark Kirk (R – Illinois) on our trip to Washington DC. Kirk even watched our investigation while our crews where in his office. “As a government official it's not just your job to just hand over information to the news media, it's to fix the problem” said Kirk. 

News 4 also visited Sen. Claire McCaskill’s (D – Missouri) office in DC, she was unavailable due to a scheduling conflict but we will follow up with her office. News 4 will also let you know if Sen. Durbin’s request for an investigation into Illinois Link transactions in Las Vegas yields any results.

Blunt weighing whether to view bin Laden photos

Blunt says he's satisfied that DNA, al-Qaida statements prove terrorist leader bin Laden died.

11:00 PM, May. 11, 2011

Written by Malia Rulon SPRINGFIELD NEWS-LEADER 
WASHINGTON -- Sen. Roy Blunt said Wednesday that he's seen video of the U.S. raid that ended with the killing of Osama bin Laden, but he hasn't decided whether to view photos of the terrorist's body.

Blunt, a member of the Senate Intelligence Committee, said the video of the raid showed activity on the ground outside the compound, not inside the building.

"You can see a helicopter landing. ... You can see them carrying a body bag to the helicopter," Blunt told reporters during a conference call. He watched the video Tuesday.

Blunt, a Republican from Springfield, said he had been invited to travel to CIA headquarters to look at photographs of bin Laden.

"I may do that. I don't think I need to do that. I think the DNA and the statements from the family of bin Laden and al-Qaida prove that he's no longer with us," Blunt said. "I frankly don't know if the pictures would prove anything."

He added: "I might go out and look at them if I think it's important to the people I work for. But I don't think that I personally need to see them."

Blunt has said he supports President Barack Obama's decision not to release the photos publicly.

"Although I was critical of the president on a lot of things, I was supportive of every decision made," such as the decisions to conduct the raid to go after bin Laden and the burial at sea, Blunt said.

On other topics

» Blunt said he plans to attend a meeting today at the White House with Obama and GOP senators over the negotiations to increase the debt limit. Congress has until Aug. 2 to approve the increase or the U.S. could go into default.
"I'll be interested to hear what he has to say," Blunt said of the president. "He has to figure out how to get the debt limit increase ... and there just aren't the votes to do that."

Blunt spoke favorably of comments made earlier this week by House Speaker John Boehner, R-Ohio. Speaking at the Economic Club of New York, Boehner said any increase in the debt limit must be accompanied by a $2 trillion decrease in spending. He also said any tax increases are off the table.

» Blunt also spoke out against a bill introduced Tuesday by Sen. Claire McCaskill, D-Mo., that would rescind tax breaks to the top five oil companies.

"The idea that these things don't have an impact at the pump, I think, is just not well thought out," he said.

McCaskill had played down warnings that rescinding billions of dollars in tax subsidies would result in higher prices for motorists.

Akin's Letter Helps Halt Same-Sex Civil Unions on Navy Bases

RIVERFRONT TIMES  By Melissa Meinzer, Wed., May 11 2011 @ 1:05PM 

The Navy has reversed course on its momentous decision to allow same-sex civil unions to be performed by chaplains on bases. And it's thanks in part to Missouri's own U.S. representatives Todd Akin and Vicky Hartlzer, plus 61 of their colleagues. As Chad Garrison reported yesterday, Akin drafted a letter saying that the policy violated 1996's Defense of Marriage Act.

Earlier this year, President Barack Obama repealed Don't Ask, Don't Tell, the military's "compromise" ban on openly gay troops signed into law in 1993 by President Bill Clinton. Then, last week, the Navy released a memo saying that in states where same-sex unions are legal, chaplains would be allowed to perform the unions at chapels on bases, and could receive training on doing so.

But, thanks to the controversy and this letter, Rear Admiral Mark Tidd, the Navy's head chaplain, has released another memo, saying that the new policy has been "suspended until further notice pending additional legal and policy review and interdepartmental coordination."

The original decision didn't force chaplains to perform the ceremonies -- they were free to opt out. And such ceremonies could only be performed in states where such unions were legal anyway, and only after the full repeal of the Clinton-era policy went into effect later this summer.

Yoder, Hartzler against Medicare cuts before they were for them

Dave Helling. KC STAR PRIME BUZZ BLOG

Freshmen GOP Reps. Vicky Hartzler and Kevin Yoder have signed a letter asking President Barack Obama to “condemn the disingenuous attacks” on the Republican budget that eventually turns Medicare into a subsidy for the purchase of private insurance.

“It is high time both parties come together to have a commonsense conversation to…save Medicare for our children,” the letter says.

Democrats have sharply criticized Republicans for the cuts to Medicare, which the GOP says are needed to eventually balance the budget.

Here’s what Yoder and Hartzler said as candidates when addressing Medicare cuts in the health care reform bill:

Yoder: “I can’t support legislation rammed through Congress that will raise our taxes, increases insurance premiums, and promises to make drastic cuts in Medicare.”
Hartlzer: “A bad bill puts bureaucrats between us and our doctors, raises costs and lowers quality, rations care, or cuts the Medicare promised to our seniors.”
Emphasis added in both.

Can I get a witness? Graves does, and without a subpoena

David Goldstein. KC STAR PRIME BUZZ BLOG 

The Obama administration will send a top contracting official to Capitol Hill Thursday, averting a showdown with House Republicans over a subpoena.

Two House GOP committee chairmen, including Rep. Sam Graves of Missouri, had threatened to subpoena the director of the Office of Management and Budget to appear Thursday at hearing on a proposed executive order to tighten campaign reporting laws.

The order would require that prospective government contractors disclose any campaign contributions.

The administration says it would help the public see whether certain contractors are treated favorably in exchange for political donations. Critics, including Graves, contend that it would politicize the process.

Graves, who heads the Small Business Committee, and California Rep. Darrell Issa, chairman of the House Oversight and Government Reform panel, wanted OMB Director Jacob Lew to testify at a joint committee hearing on the proposed order. 

He refused. The chairmen threatened a subpoena. But both sides worked out a deal where not Lew, but Daniel Gordon, OMB administrator for federal procurement policy, will appear at the hearing. 

“Both Republicans and Democrats believe that government contracts are supposed to be awarded based on merit, and protected from political considerations, and I look forward to hearing more about this from our hearing witnesses,” Graves said.

Mo. Sen. Cunningham likely to run for Congress 

By DAVID A. LIEB  Associated Press
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Republican state Sen. Jane Cunningham, who sponsored a Missouri ballot initiative defying a key part of President Barack Obama's health care law, said Wednesday that she is likely to run for a suburban St. Louis congressional seat if the GOP incumbent enters the U.S. Senate race.
Cunningham's interest in Missouri's newly redrawn 2nd Congressional District comes as Rep. Todd Akin nears an announcement on a 2012 challenge to Democratic U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill. Cunningham said she will wait to make an official announcement on a congressional campaign until after Akin declares his candidacy.

But Cunningham, a first-term state senator from Chesterfield, said she is "perfectly positioned" to run for the 2nd District, which was recently redrawn based on 2010 census data to include much of St. Louis County and parts of St. Charles and Jefferson counties.

"It's very important for me to make sure we continue to have a conservative Republican congressman to follow Todd Akin," Cunningham said. "My record shows I would walk the walk."

Cunningham last year led the effort in support of a Missouri ballot measure rejecting a key component of Obama's new health care law by declaring that government cannot force people to have health insurance nor penalize them for failing to do so. The measure passed with 71 percent of the statewide vote last August.

The legal effect of Missouri's law is questionable because federal laws generally supersede those in states. But the constitutionality of the federal health insurance mandate also is being challenged in various lawsuits and is expected to eventually reach the U.S. Supreme Court.

"One of the motivations for me to be looking at Washington, D.C., is I want to finish the job - or at least someone needs to clearly finish the job - and repeal Obamacare," Cunningham said.

If she runs, Cunningham could be the third Republican in a primary for the 2nd District. St. Louis attorney Ed Martin dropped out of the U.S. Senate race earlier this week and instead declared he will run for Akin's seat. Former Missouri Republican Party Chairwoman Ann Wagner also has set up an exploratory committee for Congress in the event Akin opts to run for the Senate.

Akin said earlier this week that he is very seriously considering the Senate race and will make an announcement soon. The only Republican in the Senate race so far is former state Treasurer Sarah Steelman, though St. Louis businessman John Brunner also has said he is considering the race.

Before winning election to the state Senate in 2008, Cunningham served for eight years in the Missouri House.

Lawmakers consider incentives for Doe Run 

BY REBECCA BERG • STLtoday.com | Posted: Thursday, May 12, 2011 12:00 am

JEFFERSON CITY • The Missouri Legislature is close to approving a measure that lawmakers hope would encourage a major lead producer to keep jobs in Jefferson County.

Doe Run Co., which operates a lead smelter in Herculaneum, would receive incentives to remain at its current site under a proposal sponsored by Sen. Ryan McKenna, D-Crystal City, and Rep. Paul Wieland, R-Imperial.

The Senate endorsed the measure as an amendment to a larger bill Wednesday. The House is expected to consider the change sometime before the legislative session ends Friday.

McKenna has high hopes that it will prevent Doe Run from relocating — an outcome he says would "devastate" Herculaneum.

"Hopefully it'll save the city of Herculaneum, keep Doe Run at their current site and keep a lead producer in this country," said McKenna, D-Crystal City.

The smelter, the last of its kind in the country, will be forced to shut down by the end of 2013 unless it cleans up its act: Last year, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency found Doe Run's facility in violation of environmental laws.

In an attempt to meet federal environmental regulations and keep producing lead, the company has been testing a new, low-emissions technology.

"Obviously they've had a checkered past," McKenna said. "But if this new process is successful, contamination to the ozone will be next to nothing."

Doe Run is hoping that process would reduce pollution to land, water and air by 99 percent, but the company won't have definitive test results until this summer.

If the new technology works, Doe Run intends to power the operation with an on-site biomass renewable energy facility that would produce energy from trash. Excess energy from the facility would be put up for sale. Lawmakers from Jefferson County want that energy to come with double renewable energy credits attached, to act as an incentive for potential buyers such as Ameren UE.

Buyers could use those credits to qualify for tax exemptions.

Without that incentive, Doe Run might not be able to obtain a loan for between $150 million and $200 million, which it says it needs to complete the $400 million site project.

Gary Burton, a lobbyist for Doe Run, said that initial investment could attract more companies to Herculaneum and boost its chance of becoming a port city.

"There are a lot of pieces that need to come together," Burton said. "This is the first piece."

In border business battle, Kansas City mayor fires back

By KEVIN COLLISON
The Kansas City Star 

In his first remarks since taking office on a cross-border business incentive war that has gained national attention, Mayor Sly James said Wednesday that Kansas City no longer would “sit on the sidelines” and watch Kansas poach its businesses.

The new mayor was among the dignitaries at an event at Boulevard Brewery marking the kickoff of an effort to retain businesses by the Kansas City Economic Development Corp.

He praised the plan and then laid down the gauntlet to Kansas. 

“We need to compete with Minneapolis and Dallas, not Overland Park,” James said. “That’s a waste of time and money. 

“The days of sitting back and watching it happen are over. Mutually assured destruction only works if both sides are armed. They have a gun. We have a Popsicle stick.”

James also praised 17 senior area business leaders who signed a letter early last month asking the governors of Kansas and Missouri to stop using incentives to attract businesses within the metropolitan area.

In Wyandotte County on Wednesday, to announce the coming Farm Aid concert, Kansas Gov. Sam Brownback denied that his state was targeting Kansas City, Mo. 

“Kansas is open for business, but we’re not poaching businesses,” he said. “We’re going anywhere we can to recruit.” 

The governor also said he had not dismissed the business leaders’ request.

“We’re not blowing anything off, but also we’re open for business around the country. And that’s what we’re doing. Not targeting.”

One of the most effective tools used by Kansas allows companies to keep 95 percent of their employee withholding taxes for up to 10 years. It mirrors a similar Missouri job attraction program with one important difference — Kansas allows companies to get cash up front.

The use of incentives to encourage companies to move a few miles across the state line in the Kansas City area has been cited in national stories in recent weeks by The New York Times and Bloomberg.

The new business retention initiative, called KC BEST, short for Business Expansion and Support Team, has been discussed by the EDC for three years. 

Efforts were stepped up over the past year when large companies moved to Overland Park, including JPMorgan Retirement Plan Services and KeyBank Real Estate Capital. 

In recent months, AMC Entertainment has been offered $47 million in incentives to move from downtown to Kansas.

Legislation is being considered by Missouri lawmakers that would give the city more help in trying to keep companies such as AMC. It would allow companies in jeopardy of moving to retain 100 percent of their withholding tax for 10 years, but would be capped annually at $6 million.

Though it’s expected to fall far short of the value of the package being offered by Kansas, it should boost the city’s case, said Jeff Kaczmarek, the EDC’s president and chief executive.

“If we get our legislation, it will make a significant competitive difference,” he said. “It will keep us in the ballgame.”

Kaczmarek also said the election of James should make a big difference in the city’s recruitment and retention effort. 

Former Mayor Mark Funkhouser was a frequent critic of the EDC, and attended just one board meeting during his four years in office.

“It’s great to have a chief marketing officer for Kansas City, and that’s Mayor Sly James,” Kaczmarek said.

The EDC set a goal of raising $600,000 to hire more staff to help retain city businesses and survey their needs. The city is contributing $200,000. The remaining money is expected to be raised privately.

At the Boulevard Brewery event, Mike Chesser, chairman and CEO of Great Plains Energy, parent company of KCP&L, made good on a $100,000 commitment to the EDC.

“We have tens of thousands of businesses in Kansas City that don’t have a formal way of making their concerns and frustrations known, and before you know it they’re preparing to leave,” Chesser said.

Tom Trabon, chairman of the business retention committee, said priorities included identifying business concerns and advocating for changes; developing processes to make the city more business friendly; asking the state to provide additional incentive tools; and hiring more staff to reach out to existing businesses.

Troy Schulte, interim city manager, also plans to hire a full-time ombudsman to serve as a point person for businesses at City Hall.

James also pledged to spend at least a half-day each month personally lobbying local business leaders, both large and small.

“I’ve always been an enthusiastic ambassador for businesses inside and outside Kansas City,” he said.

“We need to be nimble and effective in how we work with the business community. We hear you and we’ll do the best we can to respond in a reasonable and effective manner.”

The Star’s Dave Helling contributed to this report

Opponents of photo ID bill call for Nixon veto, pledge legal challenge

BY JASON HANCOCK • STLtoday.com | Posted: Wednesday, May 11, 2011 8:50 am

JEFFERSON CITY • Gov. Jay Nixon should veto legislation aimed at implementing a photo ID requirement for Missouri voters, and if he doesn’t the matter will once again head to the courts, critics of the plan said Tuesday.

A proposed constitutional amendment requiring voters to provide a government-issued ID before casting a ballot and creating a nine-day early voting period for general elections cleared the Missouri Legislature Monday and will go before the voters on the November 2012 ballot. On Tuesday, the Missouri Senate passed a companion bill that lays out the guidelines for implementing the new law, should voters approve it. That bill now heads to the governor.

Opponents say a veto would send a strong message to voters that restricting access to the ballot box is wrong.

“This bill is fatally flawed and violates the Missouri Constitution,” said Burt Newman, a St. Louis lawyer who participated in a legal challenge to a previous photo ID law passed in 2006. The Missouri Supreme Court struck the law down, saying it unconstitutionally disenfranchised voters.

Newman has pledged to launch another legal challenge to the new legislation if the governor fails to veto it.

The bill's sponsor, Sen. Bill Stouffer, R-Napton, said he worked hard to avoid disenfranchising any voters. He points out that the new law would include a mandate that the state covers the cost of obtaining a photo ID for those who are unable to do so. In addition, it exempts several groups that could have problems getting a photo ID, including anyone born before 1941 or someone with a sincerely held religious belief against obtaining these forms of identification. Those individuals would be allowed to cast a provisional ballot that would be counted only after an election official verifies their identity by comparing their signature with a signature on file.

Critics contend casting a provisional ballot is not enough, since historically most of those ballots are never counted. And while the state will cover the cost of a photo ID, it will not cover the cost of the underlying documents that are needed to obtain an ID. The Secretary of State’s office estimated in 2009 that around 230,000 registered voters in Missouri lack a government-issued photo ID.

In addition to a legal challenge, a coalition of groups that includes the AARP, the NAACP and League of Women Voters have pledged launch an education campaign designed to persuade voters to reject the amendment next year.

The implementation bill was originally brought before the Senate Monday, but objections from Republican Senators to the early-voting provisions caused the bill to stall. But by Tuesday, the bill passed with little discussion, with five Republicans and four Democrats voting “no.”

If there’s such a thing as a ‘successful’ disaster, Callaway mock emergency appears to be one
By Nancy Fowler, Beacon arts reporter 

Posted 8:36 pm Wed., 5.11.11 

The morning’s sunny start turned gloomy just after 7 a.m. Wednesday and devolved into a full-scale disaster before lunch at Ameren Missouri's Callaway County Nuclear Power Plant.

At least that was the case on paper and in the actions of officials testing the facility’s emergency response plan. The drill was one of the every-other-year such mock disasters required of all U.S. nuclear plants. The Nuclear Regulatory Commission and the Federal Emergency Management Agency oversee the exercises. It’s only coincidence that the 2011 event comes less than two months after a tsunami created a radiological catastrophe at the Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Power Station in Japan.

While members of the media were not allowed at the Callaway facility in Reform, Mo., they were invited to a limited viewing of the action at the state's Emergency Operations Center in Jefferson City. While the disaster wasn’t real, the response was, said Mike Cleary, an Ameren spokesperson.

“Ameren, the state and the surrounding counties all work together,” Cleary said. “And if we can do it in a drill, we can do it in a real emergency.”

A ‘DISASTER’ UNFOLDS

The scripted situation at Callaway began at 7:14 a.m. as an “unusual event,” the lowest level emergency. After only an hour, it escalated to the second level, called an “alert.” By 11:12, the morning’s two events prompted officials to declare a third-level “site area emergency.” Shortly thereafter, during the first of two mock media briefings, three Ameren officials provided brief explanations.

According to Ameren project manager David Hollabaugh, the first failure happened when a fuel rod break allowed radiation to leak into the cooling system. Next, in a seemingly unrelated event, a turbine that went offline failed in its task of signaling the reactor to shut down after such an occurrence. A manual process then shut down all operations.

“Two out of three barriers have been lost,” Hollabaugh said. “But the third barrier, the containment building, is still intact.”

Residents within a 10-mile radius of Callaway were “alerted” through sirens and what’s called “reverse 9-1-1” phone calls, and told to listen to their emergency radio station. Only non-essential employees remained at the plant, but Hollabaugh explained there had been no release of radiation exceeding normal operating levels, that no one had been injured and that no evacuations had taken place.

Hollabaugh and Steve Cheavans, area coordinator for the state Emergency Management Agency, then cleared up “rumors” injected into the exercise. An ammonia leak, resulting from a derailed train in nearby Chamois had led to evacuations not connected with the nuclear emergency.

 “This has sparked a great deal of confusion,” Cheavans said. “A number of citizens have called in and thought that evacuation was based on the Callaway incident.”

A question-and-answer period followed the briefing. But the reporters weren’t the real thing, either. Ameren communications employees, including Cleary, served as “mock media” to familiarize the spokespeople with “questions real reporters would ask,” Cleary related.

Grant Fitzgerald, the news conference coordinator for the Emergency Management Agency, told the Beacon that no questions from actual reporters would be allowed. But later, Cleary was surprised to hear reporters had been told not to query the spokespeople and said he thought their questions were allowed, even encouraged. While this misunderstanding might have little impact on an actual emergency, it did suggest at least a small disconnect in the cooperative response.

WORST-CASE EMERGENCY

Cleary called the multiple failures written into the drill “science-fiction scenarios.” Still, he said, it’s imperative to test worst-case situations.

As the morning wore on, the “disaster” intensified, and officials uttered a phrase they never want to say: “general emergency.” That fourth and highest-level disaster situation was declared at 11:38 after a “high” level of radiation -- 4,000 millirem -- escaped from the containment building. A second briefing followed at 12:50.

 “These levels of radiation are above normal, but not so high that we would see observable health affects,” Hollabaugh said.

Evacuation was recommended for those living in the five miles around the plant and up to 10 miles downwind. It was up to individual counties to comply with that recommendation. One school system, the Chamois district, evacuated its students to a nearby gymnasium. Schools in Callaway, Montgomery and Gasconade counties held their children in the school buildings. Again, jurisdictional decisions.

Despite the dire situation, officials were optimistic the danger would be over by 6 p.m. That’s when they expected the cooling system temperature to drop below the boiling point of 212 degrees Fahrenheit.

When asked if the Callaway “disaster” might delay any increasing reliance on nuclear power, Cheavans answered by pointing out its relative safety.

“Over a year ago, there were 29 coal miners killed in West Virginia. More recently 11 oil rig workers in the Gulf were killed, and there have been natural gas explosions,” Cheavans said. “No employee or member of the public was injured at Callaway.”

MEANWHILE, BACK IN OPERATIONS

While the media briefings were occurring, about 130 officials from the state of Missouri and the four counties surrounding Callaway were busy coordinating their response in the Emergency Operation Center (EOC). Earlier, the media had been allowed to take photos of the EOC from a sound-proof glass-walled meeting room just above it.

Officials in the EOC were grouped into 17 emergency support functions, including transportation, medical, human services and hazardous materials. As new information came to light, each group tested responses in numerous areas including command and control (similar to the executive branch of a company), communications and alert systems.

Abruptly, at 1:30 p.m., the disaster drill was declared over. In the event of an actual emergency, Tim Diemler, deputy director of Missouri's Emergency Management Agency, noted that the response would, of course, continue, and that media briefings would be held until the emergency had lifted.

“But in a drill, there are certain things that need to be demonstrated. Once all those target capabilities have been demonstrated, there’s no reason to drag it on,” Diemler said.

The Emergency Management Agency will issue an early report about the mock emergency on Friday, but a detailed evaluation will take months. At first glance, though, the drill went “very well,” according to Diemler.

“Things are so preliminary now, but I can say there’s nothing that jumped out at us, so it’s going to be about the minutia when we dissect this exercise and go through all the different comments and things like that,” he said. “But we’ll learn something -- I’ll guarantee that.”

MoDOT downsizing plans advance

Department will strive to maintain current service

Marshall White St. Joseph News-Press 

POSTED: 10:50 pm CDT May 11, 2011
The Missouri Department of Transportation will move forward with a plan to downsize facilities, equipment and personnel, as funding for highway construction continues to shrink. 

“Our whole program’s going to be on maintaining what we have and keeping the highway system as good and safe as it is today,” said Don Wichern, district engineer. 

Statewide, the department plans to eliminate three district offices. Since 1922, the state has had 10 district offices, Mr. Wichern said. The department will eliminate 135 facilities, sell off 744 pieces of equipment and eliminate 1,200 jobs. 

As the price of gas goes up, the department isn’t getting any more money, Mr. Wichern said. For every gallon of gas sold, the department gets 17 cents a gallon, regardless of whether the price is $3.50 a gallon or $6 a gallon. 

Locally, the changes probably won’t be noticeable to most people, because the department will strive to maintain its current level of service, said spokeswoman Elaine Justus. 

The regional office in St. Joseph always has been known as the District One office. Starting about June 8, it will become the Northwest Missouri District office, with responsibility for four additional counties: Carroll, Grundy, Livingston and Mercer. 

“We’re closing 19 of the offices in those 16 counties that make up the district,” Mr. Wichern said. “But every county will still have at least one office.” 

The district already has gotten rid of some 24 trucks that it didn’t need, and plans to sell off about 30 more. The addition of wing and tow plows allows the department to conduct snow removal in a more efficient manner and move on to the lettered routes in a more timely fashion, Mr. Wichern said. 

The district had about 400 employees and has already eliminated 10 positions. That means there will need to be a reduction of another 70 people from middle management. 

Without a lot of capital construction projects, such as new highways, there won’t be a need for as many inspectors, design engineers and other mid-level people, Mr. Wichern said. 

The whole idea behind the scheme is to avoid losing federal funds. By reducing the operating budget, there should be more money available to match federal funds. 

Northwest Missouri has about 3,200 miles of state highways. Additional details and budget information are expected to be released before the next fiscal year starts on July 1. 

The public can go to www.modot.org and click on Bolder Five-Year Direction to learn more about this austerity plan and make suggestions.

Emerson speaks out against MoDOT cost-cutting plan

Thursday, May 12, 2011
Southeast Missourian
U.S. Rep. Jo Ann Emerson isn't pleased with the Missouri Department of Transportation's plans to close a district headquarters and consolidate staff in rural areas of the state, including Cape Girardeau and Scott counties. 

In a statement this week, the Cape Girardeau Republican said she is "highly concerned about any plan to reduce the attention given to our rural state roads and highways, and I am dead set against the proposal on the table to do just that with MoDOT." 

Kevin Keith, the department's director, earlier this month proposed cutting 1,200 positions statewide, shuttering three district offices, closing more than 100 maintenance facilities and selling more than 700 pieces of equipment as federal stimulus dollars dry up. The budget is projected to drop by more than half, to $600 million from $1.2 billion, under Keith's proposal. 

The plan calls for the closure of maintenance facilities in both Cape Girardeau and Perry counties, and nixing some major improvement projects in Southeast Missouri. 

Emerson said the proposed elimination of MoDOT District 9 means other regions must absorb nearly 10,000 square miles of the state containing 3,744 road miles. 

"Between Sikeston and Springfield, from Jefferson City to the Arkansas line, there would be one office to serve the citizens of Missouri," she said. 

The MoDOT plan proposes to cut two-thirds of the agency's staff in the region. 

State regulators give approval to new Poplar Bluff hospital

Thursday, May 12, 2011
By David Silverberg ~ Daily American Republic

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. -- The Missouri Health Facilities Review Committee voted 6-0 Monday to approve a certificate of need for a $170 million Poplar Bluff Regional Medical Center. 

The new hospital will have 425,000 square feet on seven floors and a basement. There will be 250 private patient rooms. It will be constructed on the south side of Route PP east of the U.S. 67 bypass. 

Poplar Bluff Regional Medical Center has options on three tracts of land totaling 105 acres. A request by the three landowners to annex the properties into the city will be considered during the Poplar Bluff City Council meeting Monday night. 

Health Management Associates of Naples, Fla., which owns the hospital, decided to build a new medical campus due to "lack of space in the current facility, the inability to expand, lack of privacy with semiprivate rooms and the inability to install new technology," according to Poplar Bluff Regional Medical Center CEO Greg Carda. 

"The exciting part is the race track setup on the patient floors. All the private patient rooms are on the outside walls," Carda said. 

He told the review committee the hospital has 1,200 employees and 140 physicians on staff. The annual payroll is more than $50 million. 

"We expect to hire 200 to 250 more employees for the new hospital," Carda said. 

In 2010, the hospital admitted 12,045 patients, provided care during 36,055 emergency room visits, performed 11,264 surgeries, including 200 open heart surgeries, and delivered 1,326 babies, according to Carda. 

He also said the hospital has invested $7 million in the past six months to expand the intensive care unit and women's services, and to purchase state-of-the-art medical technology, including a da Vinci surgical robot with a simulator and MAKOplasty robotic technology for partial-knee resurfacing surgery. 

A review committee member asked Carda how the hospital plans to keep "the negativity" from happening in the future. 

"We already provide better care in a better environment," said Carda, who added new technology will produce better results. 

"The new hospital is the largest private investment in the history of our area," said Steve Halter, president of the Greater Poplar Bluff Area Chamber of Commerce. He also noted the hospital makes more than $100,000 in charitable contributions to the community annually. 

Butler County Presiding Commissioner Ed Strenfel said the new facility will "benefit lots of people" and "inspire the employees." 

Others who expressed their support for the new hospital include state Reps. Todd Richardson and Steve Cookson, First Midwest Bank President Joey McLane, Mid Continent Nail President David Libla, Poplar Bluff Schools Superintendent Chris Hon, insurance agent Laura Moffit, Dr. Dorothy Mudge and David Joiner, executive director of the Ripley County Ambulance District. 

Mike Burcham, president and chief executive officer of Poplar Bluff Medical Partners, said he supported the new hospital. 

Hon noted the new hospital will pay $1.6 million in property taxes, including $1.3 million for the school district. 

PBRMC leases its current hospital building from Medical Properties Trust. Attorney Husch Blackwell, who represents Medical Properties Trust, said the certificate of need also includes closing of the south campus and converting the north campus into a psychiatric and rehabilitation facility operated by PBRMC. The south campus is being used by the Three Rivers College nursing program. 

The new hospital is expected to be completed in early 2014. 

Five people who have relatives buried in the one-acre Shadle Cemetery on Don Bedell's property -- which would be used for the new hospital -- do not want the cemetery moved. Testifying were Gloria Webb, Sharon Gingery, Mary Margaret Bunting, Cameron Parker and Charlie Smith. 

Carda said all alternatives are being explored, including repositioning the hospital on the site. 

Schools' CFO: State audit takes time, money

Financial staffers distracted from budget preparation.

11:00 PM, May. 11, 2011 

Written by Claudette Riley News-Leader 

The Springfield school district's proposed 2011-12 budget includes $180,000 to pay for a citizen-driven state audit, which is expected to wrap up this fall.

But Chief Financial Office Steve Chodes noted that the estimated amount, which would be paid to the Office of State Auditor Tom Schweich upon completion of the review, is just part of the overall cost.

Chodes said requests from the auditing team, which has been working at the Kraft Administrative Center since last fall, has consumed staff time and even distracted staffers from planning for the next budget year.

"On the finance side a lot of our time has been taken up with the state audit," he told the board, outlining potential budget cuts. "We haven't had as much time as we'd like to really delve into this."

Board member Kris Callen asked the administration how many staff hours are devoted weekly to the state audit process.

"We'd be able to have that if we ask?" she said.

Chodes assured the board "we are tracking that" and agreed to provide an update about the staff and other related costs toward the end of the audit.

No preliminary estimates of the amount, to this point, were released Tuesday.

The audit officially started in the fall and was originally expected to take one year. In January, Schweich took over the audit process started by his predecessor, Susan Montee.

Gary McElyea, spokesman for Schweich, said the fieldwork portion of the process -- when auditors request documents, ask questions and interview employees -- is still expected to wrap up next month.

The cost of the audit, which will be paid for by the district, was estimated at $120,000 to $180,000. No payment is required until the process is complete.

McElyea said the state auditor's office still expects to release a final report to the public this fall. This is typically scheduled in the evening, allowing members of the public to ask questions about the report.

Mo. hunters kill fewer turkeys in spring season

Thursday, May 12, 2011
The Associated Press
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) - Missouri hunters killed fewer turkeys this spring - a result that state officials link partly to unfavorable weather during the three-week season. 

The Missouri Department of Conservation says hunters reported killing 38,328 turkeys during the regular spring season from April 18 through Sunday. That's down 9.3 percent from last year. 

Department scientist Jason Isabelle says the smaller kill is due partly to a decline in Missouri's turkey population. 

But Isabelle also notes the cool, rainy, windy conditions that prevailed during the season. He says male turkeys gobble less in stormy weather, making them harder to hunt. Nasty weather also discourages some people from going hunting. 

Thomson to lead education panel

By Staff reports 

Maryville Daily Forum 

Posted May 12, 2011 @ 06:47 AM

Maryville, Mo. — State Rep. Mike Thomson, whose 4th District includes all or all or parts of Atchison, Holt, Nodaway and Worth counties, was elected by his fellow lawmakers Tuesday to serve as chairman of the General Assembly's Joint Committee on Education.

The committee, which includes members from both the Missouri House and Senate, meets periodically to discuss a broad range of education issues and potential legislation.

Sen. David Pearce, whose 31st District includes Johnson, Cass, Bates and Vernon counties, was elected vice chairman.
"I am honored to be appointed to this position by my peers in the Legislature," Thomson said, "I look forward to working with my colleagues on ways to advance education in Missouri."

Thomson, a retired high school teacher, counselor and coach, has more than 40 years of experience as a professional educator. Before being elected to the House in 2006, he worked for Northwest Missouri State University as an instructor of educational leadership and recruiter.

He is a member of the Missouri State Teachers Association, Missouri Retired Teachers Association, Missouri School Counselor Association, the Optimist Club of Maryville and the American Legislative Exchange Council. In addition, he was recently appointed commissioner of the Missouri Higher Education Compact.

In 2010, Thomson was honored by the University of Central Missouri in Warrensburg with the prestigious James C. Kirkpatrick Excellence in Governance Award.

Pearce, who served as the panel's chair last year, praised Thomson's selection and said he looked forward to the new chairman continuing the committee's "good work."

The committee will begin meeting during the upcoming interim session (June through December) and is expected to discuss funding for both public schools and higher education in addition to issues related to teacher quality and professional development.

Mo. Senate passes legislation adding contribution box for organ donations to state tax returns

THE ASSOCIATED PRESS  
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JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. — The Missouri Senate has voted to let people contribute to the state's organ donation program when they file their taxes.

The legislation would add a check-box to state income tax forms allowing individuals to donate $2 or more to the Organ Donor Program Fund. People filing combined returns would be able to donate $4 or more.

The Senate's vote sends the measure to Gov. Jay Nixon.

The organ donation program has been funded through contributions people make when they renew their vehicle registration. But that funding has declined as people choose to register vehicles every two years instead of annually.

Officials estimate the check-off could bring in more than $100,000 a year to the state's organ donation program.

___

Tax check-off legislation is HB151

Online:

Legislature: http://www.moga.mo.gov
Mo. farmers return to lands ruined by blown levee 

By Melanie Eversley, USA TODAY
Missouri farmers, whose land was flooded when the Army blew a hole in a Mississippi River levee, are returning by boat and finding ruin.

One farmer, Sam Barker, described coming upon the roofs of homes and barns and touching wet wood while bodies of deer and rabbit floated past. The widespread destruction includes everything from Indian mounds that are thousands of years old to family cemeteries, according to the farmer.
It is just "a vast ocean of water," says Barker, 64, a third-generation farmer who lives in East Prairie, Mo. "Ninety-nine percent of the structures in that spillway have water up to the eaves of the roof."
He adds, voice shaking, "In my lifetime, I have never suffered like this."Barker is one of the farmers who own or work 130,000 acres of southeast Missouri farmland flooded last week after the Army Corps of Engineers blasted holes in a levee to spare Cairo, Ill., a city of 3,000, from floods. Mississippi County, Mo., Sheriff Keith Moore allowed farmers to board boats this week to inspect their properties.
Some of the spillway farmers are taking part in a lawsuit to compel the Corps to compensate them for damages. The farmers said crop insurance will cover only a percentage of the losses they estimate in the millions.
The suit filed in the Court of Federal Claims in Washington, seeks an unspecified amount of damages that the farmers' lawyers are employing experts to help calculate. The suit is filed on behalf of 26 parties, which include individual farmers, married couples, farms and trusts. The group is estimating losses at $300 million, according to lawyers Mike Ponder in Cape Girardeau, Mo., and Benjamin Brown in Washington. Carlin Bennett, presiding commissioner in Mississippi County, Mo., has said the costs could go beyond that and that some of the land might never be restored.
The Army Corps of Engineers does not comment on pending litigation, says Jim Pogue, spokesman for the agency's Memphis district.
Mark Dugan owns 640 acres in the spillway and leases another 1,360 acres in the spillway, where he farms soybean, wheat and corn. This week, he took a boat to land his grandfather bought as a young man.
One of the two homes on the property, where a cousin lives, is about 7-feet deep in water and a fuel tank has floated up against it, Dugan says. His father built that home in 1946. Another home had been vacated by an aunt just before the floods.
"The houses, they're toast — you can't do anything with them," says Dugan, 59, who lives in Charleston, Mo.
The floods blew the sidewalls out on his shop, a metal building that stores tools, and on his machine shed. The 900 acres of wheat he planted is a total loss, says Dugan, who is part of the suit against the Army Corps of Engineers.
"I don't want to lose my way of life, and they threatened that. They're messing with it," Dugan says. "It actually just makes me angry more than anything."
Barker says his grandfather came to the area in the late 1880s and bought farmland. Barker's father farmed there, too. Barker said after his father died, he returned home to help manage the farm. He got hooked and never left, he says .
Ups and downs aside, nothing prepared him for what he saw when he returned to the 2,000 acres where he tends corn, soybeans, wheat and milo, a corn-like grain. He says a couple of barns and several irrigation rigs are ruined. The steel buildings that house machinery are the only structures that will probably survive because they are made of metal, he said.
It could be years or never before some of the farmland is restored, according to Barker and other farmers, though the two farmers interviewed said they and others hope to get back on their feet by next season. Barker says it all depends on whether the Army Corps of Engineers repairs the holes it blasted in the levee.
" I would not guarantee you a cup of coffee that we will even get a crop this year," Barker says.
But while the losses are painful, the farmer says he has even more anguish over the fact that crops in the area were becoming more profitable after a difficult few years. He also says he is torn about the wildlife that have died. For years, Barker has left several rows of crops for the deer, muskrat, rabbits and other animals to eat. He said he plans to join the lawsuit against the Army Corps of Engineers.
"I feel we were sacrificial lambs in this," Barker says. "They have treated us much more cruelly than Mother Nature has ever done."
EDITORIALS … & Letters to the Editor
Flooding recovery

Thursday, May 12, 2011
seMissourian
In recent weeks Southeast Missouri along with many other areas in this part of the country have seen tremendous flooding. While dryer weather has come, flooding remains a serious concern. 

We understand the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers felt the best option to prevent further destruction as a result of the flooding was to blow up the Birds Point levee in Mississippi County. Nevertheless, we're deeply saddened to see the loss of property and farmland for so many individuals. 

Next comes the quest to clean up and rebuild what the flooding has damaged. Earlier this week the president signed a disaster declaration for the state of Missouri and a higher designation was declared for Butler, Mississippi, New Madrid and Taney counties. Those affected by flood damage in these counties will have access to much needed emergency programs. Additionally, Gov. Jay Nixon is directing $25 million in state funds to help local governments in their rebuilding efforts and to help pay for almost 800 Missouri National Guard members assisting in the flooding's aftermath. 

And while it will take some time for the waters to recede to normal levels, we would hope the federal government would clear the way for the Birds Point levee to be rebuilt. Individuals in this area have been through enough without having bureaucratic red tape slow the rebuilding process of this needed levee. 

Many families have been displaced from their homes, having lost essential material items. Southeast Missouri has a history of helping those in need, and we hope this spirit of kindness continues throughout this difficult time. 

Editorial: What does Plato tell us about the state of poverty in nation? 

By the Editorial Board STLtoday.com | Posted: Thursday, May 12, 2011 12:00 am 

Plato, the Greek philosopher, would have appreciated the juxtaposition of headlines in the local newspaper the day that a Missouri town named after him drew national attention.

"Ceremony marks Plato as mean center of U.S. population," read the lead headline Monday on the website of the Houston Herald, a weekly newspaper serving much of Texas County.

It was a big day in Plato, with Gov. Jay Nixon and U.S. Rep. Jo Ann Emerson on hand to commemorate the news that the village of Plato is the new place on an imaginary flat map of the United States where the population to the east, west, north and south would properly balance.

The headline below the big news was interesting, too.

"Sledgehammer-wielding man threatens wife," it read.

Back to reality.

 

Indeed, if the big doings in Plato are to have any meaning other than the occasional tourist posing by the town's new "Center of the Nation" signs, then reality is a good target.

And the unvarnished reality is that much of rural Missouri needs our nation's attention. Whether it's the scourge of methamphetamine abuse, the eroding traditional agricultural economy or the devastating effects of poverty, our nation's leaders should pay real attention to what's going on in Plato, population 109, and other communities like it all over Missouri.

 

Take a look at some of the statistics in the 2010 Kids Count report, which analyze a variety of health factors related to young people to help determine how well communities are taking care of the children.

Texas County ranked near the bottom in four key categories: infant deaths (103rd out of 115), child deaths (104th), child abuse (104th) and children placed in foster care (107th).

So as our nation turns its eyes to Plato, we ask: Can we do better?

In every county in Missouri that fares poorly in the Kids Count survey, one overriding factor is the same: poverty.

The city of St. Louis, for instance, has the second-worst birth weight for infants in the state and the highest dropout rate. Poverty cuts as deeply in the city as it does in the country.

 

At the ceremony honoring Plato this week, Ms. Emerson said the focus on Plato should 'serve as a national reminder that the rural portion of our country is just as important, if not more important, that the urban portion."

She got it half right.

The pains of poverty don't discriminate between urban and rural or white, black or brown.

Plato the philosopher said that "a good decision is based on knowledge, not numbers."

In this case, numbers add to our body of knowledge about the human state of poverty in Missouri.

According to the most recent Census Bureau figures, Missouri's median income of about $45,000 is about $5,000 below the national average. The number in Texas County, including Plato, drops to around $29,000.

So let us turn our attention to Plato, the city of St. Louis and every urban enclave or rural hamlet in the heartland that by some measure is worse off today than it was a decade ago.

Poverty is real. Our children are at risk. What are we willing to do about it?

Posted on Wed, May. 11, 2011 

The Star’s editorial | To protect voters’ rights, Nixon should veto photo ID bill

Missouri Gov. Jay Nixon has been busy with the veto pen this session, and the legislature has given him cause to use it again.

A bill requiring citizens to produce government-issued photo identification at the polls would create barriers for thousands of elderly and disabled Missourians, college students and minorities. Now is the time to stop it.

A supposed sweetener in the bill — the introduction of convenient advance voting in Missouri — is a red herring. Early voting would be subject to annual funding by the legislature and governor. The chances of finding money in a cash-strapped budget anytime soon are slim. 

The odds of the GOP-dominated legislature scraping up funds to initiate the photo ID requirement are much better, given the current pressure to do so from national Republican-leaning interest groups.

This is Missouri’s second try at a photo identification requirement. The state Supreme Court declared a previous law unconstitutional in 2006. Lawmakers are trying to circumvent that problem by asking voters to amend the state constitution to require voters to produce a photo ID. The enabling legislation passed this week would take effect if voters approve the amendment. 

That’s a lot of hoops to jump through to solve a problem that doesn’t exist. While some voter registration illegalities have taken place in Missouri, supporters of the photo ID requirement are unable to cite a single instance of someone walking into a polling place and attempting to vote under someone else’s name.

The barriers created by a photo ID requirement are real, however.

A survey by the secretary of state’s office found that 230,000 Missourians who are registered to vote don’t have a current driver’s license — the most common form of photo identification.

Nixon has been a champion of voter rights in the past. Let’s hope he still supports the cause and vetoes this bill.

MISSOURINET

USDA to begin flood damage assessments for farmers

by Jessica Machetta on May 11, 2011

President Obama has declared flooded Southeast Missouri counties to be disaster areas … now the U-S Department of Agriculture is working with Governor Nixon so farmers can recoup losses from ruined crops and fields.

The USDA’s Farm Service Agency will conduct damage assessments in 56 Missouri counties affected by flood, wind and storm damage. Eddie Hamill with the USDA’s Farm Service Agency says it’s the first step in the process of declaring them primary disaster areas.

Farmers who qualify would receive FSA emergency loans or assistance from the federal Supplemental Revenue Assistance Payments Program. Hamill says affected farmers can apply to FSA for aid.

He says farmers in counties contiguous to primary disaster areas also could be eligible for assistance, such as low-interest loans and reimbursement for crops already in the ground that have been washed away.

A primary disaster declaration would qualify farmers in those counties for emergency USDA loans and other assistance like the Emergency Conservation Program or ECP…

State FSA executive director Eddie Hamill says a lot of cropland is affected in southeast Missouri, beyond those 130-thousand acres flooded by the Corps’ breach of the Birds Point Levee … there is about 570-thousand acres flooded — total — in that area.

He says accurate assessments in many places can’t be completed until the water recedes, which could take some time. But he says estimates on lost crops already planted are already being calculated.

The Arkansas Farm Bureau says more than a million total acres of cropland are under water in that state and the damage to crops and forage is expected to exceed $500 Million. Winter wheat and cotton crops are also suffering.

AFB President Randy Veach, a cotton, rice and soybean farmer in Arkansas’ Mississippi County, says they’ve never seen flood levels this high before.  He says there IS hope for soybeans, which could still be planted, but the crop would be at risk of late planting complications.

“I’ve seen first-hand the devastation to Missouri farms from the severe weather and historic flooding we’ve had across a good portion of the state,” Gov. Nixon said. “My administration has taken immediate action to help mitigate damage to farms, homes and businesses, including sending more than 800 members of the Missouri National Guard to protect lives and property. The Farm Service Agency conducting these damage assessments right away will help Missouri farmers as we begin to rebuild and recover from this flooding and other severe weather.”

“Agriculture is the backbone of Missouri’s economy, and it has been seriously impacted by the flooding and other bad weather,” Gov. Nixon said. “We will stand with our farmers at every step in this process.”

The 56 Missouri counties are Barry, Barton, Bollinger, Butler, Camden, Cape Girardeau, Carter, Cedar, Christian, Crawford, Dade, Dallas, Dent, Douglas, Dunklin, Franklin, Gasconade, Greene, Hickory, Howell, Iron, Jasper, Jefferson, Laclede, Lawrence, Madison, Maries, McDonald, Miller, Mississippi, New Madrid, Newton, Oregon, Osage, Ozark, Pemiscot, Perry, Phelps, Polk, Pulaski, Reynolds, Ripley, St. Francois, Ste. Genevieve, St. Louis, Scott, Shannon, Stoddard, Stone, Taney, Texas, Vernon, Washington, Wayne, Webster and Wright.

For the latest information on flooding and the wide range of assistance the state is providing, visit www.MO.gov. 

Hartzler returns from Afghanistan, says pulling out too early would be a big mistake (AUDIO)

by Jessica Machetta on May 11, 2011

Congresswoman Vicky Hartzler has just returned from Afghanistan. She represents West Central Missouri, which contains the state’s major military bases — Whiteman Airforce Base and Fort Leonard Wood. She visited troops and saw first-hand their day-to-day operations.

Hartzler meets with William B. Caldwell, IV LTG, USA Commander, NATO Training Mission Afghanistan and Commanding General, Combined Security Transition Command-Afghanistan.

Hartzler says the progress American troops have made there to build schools (even for girls), infrastucture, agricultural practices and other systems to make Afghanistan self sustainable and independent was inspiring. She was also impressed by their courage, pride, sacrifice and commitment.

Hartzler says their efforts are paying off. And she says the recent slaying of Osama bin Laden has made a major impact on morale, both for the American military in the Middle East, as well as those in Afghanistan who have been under the oppressive thumb of terrorists.




AUDIO: Jessica Machetta reports [Mp3, 1:19] 

Download 
Hartzler says military officials there say “they’ve improved security and are working to prevent the country from being used as a safe haven for al Qaeda and the Taliban.” She says it would be “a mistake to withdraw from Afghanistan before the job is done.”
President Obama and General Patraus have said they’ll start scaling back operations in Afghanistan this July, but she says that might be too soon. She says pulling out too early might result in undoing all the hard work the troops have put in to give Afghanistan independence.

“Our withdrawal should be based on achievements-not political calculations,” she says.

Joining Congresswoman Hartzler as part of the congressional delegation were Congresswomen Susan Davis (D-CA), Niki Tsongas (D-MA), Martha Roby (R-AL), Cathy McMorris-Rodgers (R-WA), and Donna Edwards (D-MD).

Hartzler is a member of the House Armed Services Committee and the House Agriculture Committee.


AUDIO: Jessica Machetta interviews Vicky Hartzler [Mp3, 9:12 min.]

EPA Administrator visits Children’s Mercy in KC

by Brent Martin on May 11, 2011

EPA Administrator Lisa Jackson visits lab at Children's Mercy Hospital in KC/EPA photo

EPA Administrator Lisa Jackson toured Children’s Mercy Hospital in Kansas City today, highlighting Asthma Awareness Month.

Jackson says the Environmental Protection Agency has a role to play in the battle against asthma.

“It’s EPA’s job to enforce our country’s landmark Clean Air Act,” Jackson says in an interview with the Missourinet. “And that act has saved millions of lives over the 40 years it’s been in place. We still have work to do. We have to reduce levels of smog and fine particles and soot in our air which trigger asthma, bronchitis, lung disease, heart disease and premature death.”

Jackson says that for the Midwest, air pollution primarily comes from vehicle emissions and the emissions from coal-fired power plants. Jackson says the cause behind Asthma Awareness Month is personal for her, because her youngest son suffers from asthma and she understands the struggle both the child and the parents have in dealing with the ailment.

Gov. Nixon signs farm nuisance lawsuit bill, after vetoing initial bill

by Brent Martin on May 11, 2011

Governor Nixon has signed a bill limiting nuisance lawsuits against agricultural operations, after vetoing the legislature’s initial offering.

Sen. Brad Lager (R-Savannah) re-drafted HB 209 into SB 187, clarifying that punitive damages could be awarded and restricting the law only to farm settings, not the city.

“So, it was those two clarifications in 187 that gave the governor the comfort level necessary to sign the bill,” Lager told the Missourinet.

The governor’s office issued a written statement after Nixon signed the bill without ceremony.

“In my veto message on House Bill 209, I expressed my concerns about two provisions of the law: first, that it was too broad; and second, that it would have precluded the neighbors of nuisances relating to crop or animal production from obtaining punitive damages. Punitive damages are an important legal tool: they send a strong message to bad actors to clean up their act. Senate Bill 187 addresses both these concerns and as a result, has earned my signature.”

Lager said he had no problems with the governor’s concerns and easily made the adjustments.

“We’re not trying to take statutory law that was created for rural Missouri and force anyone to apply that in urban and suburban settings,” Lager stated.

Agreeing with Lager is House sponsor Casey Guernsey (R-Bethany) who believes the law will provide certainty and stability to agricultural operations.

“So, from that aspect it’s a solid win for agriculture and consumers, ultimately, who benefit the most from agriculture in Missouri,” Guernsey said.

Both Guernsey and Lager pushed the legislation as lawsuit protection for Premium Standard Farms, the corporate hog producer in northern Missouri which employs around 3,000 people. The legislation applies to all livestock and crop operations, regardless of size. It prohibits multiple lawsuits against a farm and limits financial awards to fair market value in cases involving a permanent nuisance and the decrease in fair rental value in cases of a temporary nuisance.

Saving the family farm when there’s no family to farm (AUDIO)

by Bob Priddy on May 11, 2011

Missouri has lost two million acres of farmland in the last 25 years, more than half of that in the last seven years.  The legislature is trying to slow or stop that loss.

Studies show Missouri’s farm population is aging.  The fear is that many of those longtime farmers will retire and they will have no one they can leave the land to, or no family member wanting to be on the farm.  End result: the land is developed and more agriculture land is lost.

State senator Dan Brown of Rolla hopes the legislature sets up the Missouri Farm land Trust.

which can accept or acquire farmland, hold it, and lease it to young farmers for as long as twenty years.  During that time, it’s hoped, the farmers will be successful enough that they can buy the land and keep farming it.

The House and Senate have some differences to work out before the bill becomes law. but they have time to reach an agreement before wrapping up the session tomorrow evening. .

 
Listen to floor debate 14:01 mp3
 

Download 
No red light cameras? No, says senate.

by Bob Priddy on May 11, 2011

A state senator who is fighting his red light camera ticket in court has failed, again, to get those cameras banned.

One of Senator Jim Lembke’s cars was photographed by a red light camera 16 months ago running a red light. He refused to pay the fine, claiming he was not driving the car, but was convicted in municipal court. He has appealed to a circuit court and will get a trial next month.

He has tried several tacks in the legislature to make red light cameras illegal. The senate has rejected his latest efforts three more times.

Lembke charges red light cameras are money-makers for cities, not roadway safety equipment. Support comes from cape Girardau’s Jason Crowell, who refers to the camera as a “perversion” of the legal system. Crowell says his point is shown by the contingency fees that cities set up with the camera suppliers—that the suppliers get paid more if more red light tickets are issued through the cameras. He doubts any of his fellow senators would want to hire police officers on the basis of the number of drivers they stop.

But those arguments got support only from about one-third of the senate membership. The other two-thirds has rejected the arguments from Crowell and Lembke.


Listen to debate highlights approx 20 mins. mp3
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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.

TUESDAY, MAY 10 -- Higbee — An autopsy was scheduled on the body of an infant found Sunday inside a duffel bag in a pond. Sheriff Mark Nichols said that based on the condition of the corpse, it appears the baby died a few days ago. 

WEDNESDAY, MAY 11 – Jefferson City— The House voted 154-0 Tuesday for legislation strengthening state laws on human trafficking. The bill imposes longer maximum prison sentences for the crime and allows a fine of up to $250,000. It also requires those convicted of human trafficking to pay restitution to compensate victims for their labor, and to pay for any mental or physical rehabilitation their victims require. 
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