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Missouri river levee springs 2nd partial breach
Jun 6, 8:19 AM EDT

ROCK PORT, Mo. (AP) -- A partial breach has appeared on a levee along the Missouri River in northwest Missouri, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers said Monday, a day after officials ordered hundreds of residents in a southwest Iowa town to evacuate their homes in response to another hole in the earthen barrier.

The Iowa National Guard has dropped thousands of pounds of sandbags to help support the levee, but the corps expects the levee to fully breach as water levels rise. The corps has predicted record flows along the Missouri River and large releases from several upstream reservoirs because of steady spring rain and runoff from record snowpack.

The corps reported the first partial breach in the levee in Atchison County, Mo. - a hole 1 inch to 1 1/2 inches in diameter - on Sunday. Atchison County officials said the first break did not constitute a full breach because of its size, and called it instead, a "compromise." The second partial breach in the levee, near the Iowa border, is about 10 to 15 feet wide, the corps said Monday.

Authorities ordered 600 residents of Hamburg, Iowa - nearly half the town - to evacuate their homes on Sunday after the first breach was discovered, said Stefanie Bond, spokeswoman for the Iowa Department of Homeland Security and Emergency Management. The residents, most of them on the south side of the city of 1,141, were told to get out within 24 hours.

Several people living in Atchison County have also been ordered to leave.

"People's safety is our number one concern, so we want to stress how important it is for the public to stay off of these levees as we continue to assess the risk," said the corps' Omaha District Commander Col. Bob Ruch.

"We acknowledge the frustrations of the affected communities, and we are committed to working together to avoid the loss of life and minimize damages," said Ruch.

He said the corps has been working to raise the levee near Hamburg an additional five feet to help protect the town.

Officials are also concerned about a section of a levee near Brownville, Neb., and crews are trying to determine the extent of possible damage there, the corps said in a release Monday.

Gen. Derek Hill, head of the Iowa Department of Homeland Security and Emergency Management, characterized the first breach as a "boil" - a leak that "shoots out like a small geyser."

Iowa sent a Blackhawk helicopter Sunday to drop 1,000-pound sandbags on the levee, Hill said, adding it was too dangerous to use ground crews. It was not known how long the work would take.

"It's a technique that's been used before by the corps," he said. "There's no guarantees but we hope it will (work)."

Rhonda Wiley, emergency management director for Atchison County, Mo., said Sunday that levees along the Missouri River have been weakened by the river's recent high water levels.

"We anticipate these compromises rearing their ugly heads all up and down the levee system throughout this event," Wiley said Sunday. "It's not a pretty picture. But today nobody appears to be in imminent danger at this moment."

In South Dakota, the Army Corps of Engineers began construction of a backup levee Sunday to protect the town of Dakota Dunes. Corps engineer LeeJay Templeton said the 1.4-mile long secondary levee is slated to be completed by Thursday.

The Missouri River was expected to rise about 8 feet to 1,098 feet above sea level by June 14 in the city of about 2,500 people, some of whom have evacuated ahead of the planned crest. Officials said construction of the primary levee is still under way to protect the city 2 feet beyond the projected high level.

Federal levee breaks in Iowa

	
	Marshall White
St. Joseph News-Press 
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Below Gavins Point Dam residents in Hamburg, Iowa, have been watching and waiting as more and more water pours into the Missouri River. Sunday morning, residents in Hamburg learned that the river breached federal levee L-575.

A contractor’s employees and U.S. Army Corps of Engineer personnel at the scene evacuated the area, said Col. Robert Ruch, Omaha district commander.

The Associated Press reported that Iowa emergency management officials issued evacuation orders for about half of Hamburg’s population of 1,141. Corps officials are trying to erect a temporary levee near Hamburg.

Meanwhile south of Hamburg and northwest of Rock Port, Mo., the Associated Press reported there is a “trickle” in an agricultural levee that Atchison County emergency management officials are trying to mend.

Interstate 29 remained open to traffic Sunday, said Elaine Justus, a spokeswoman for the Missouri Department of Transportation.

Residents in Forest City, Mo., located in southwest Holt County, received a shipment from the corps of 90 truck loads of sand. Holt County emergency management officials are worried about the water plant in Forest City and another in Craig.

Locally, airmen from the 139th Airlift Wing spent the weekend making sandbags for possible use at Rosecrans Memorial Airport.

“We’re going to be proactive and take aggressive action to reduce the risk to federal resources,” said Col. Norm Brosi, commander of task force Show-Me Northern Tide. The task force is charged to protect the Missouri Air National Guard base at Rosecrans and to assist in the protection of Elwood and Wathena, Kan., which are protected by the same levees across from St. Joseph.

Buchanan County will have state prisoners operating an automatic sandbag machine today that the corps moved from Rock Port, said Bill Brinton, the county’s emergency management director.

A corps official said the automatic machine would be moved Tuesday to Craig, Mo.

Sunday, water releases from Gavins Point Dam on the Nebraska/South Dakota state line were cascading through the dam at 110,000 cubic feet per second, said Jody Farhat, chief of Missouri River Basin water management.

The corps is increasing releases at Gavins Point on Wednesday to 140,000 cubic feet per second. Residents in Wathena, Elwood and St. Joseph should see the river rising above the 22-foot mark by Tuesday, according to models the corps prepares.

Missouri levee breach prompts evacuations in Iowa

By TIMBERLY ROSS
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Six hundred residents in southwest Iowa were ordered Sunday to evacuate their homes after the Missouri River breached a levee across the border in Missouri.

The evacuation covers nearly half of the town of Hamburg, said Stefanie Bond, spokeswoman for the Iowa Department of Homeland Security and Emergency Management. Residents, most of them on the south side of the city of 1,141, are being told to get out within 24 hours.

The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers reported a levee was breached Sunday morning south of Hamburg in Missouri's Atchison County. The corps' Col. Robert Ruch said crews had been working Saturday on another issue near the breach and all workers were evacuated. The corps declined to release further details.

Rhonda Wiley, emergency management director for Atchison County, Mo., said a "trickle" of water has been running through the levee south of the Iowa border since Saturday night.

Another nearby levee had a similar break Saturday, but Wiley said crews were able to repair it. She said levees along the Missouri River have been weakened by the river's recent high water levels.

"We anticipate these compromises rearing their ugly heads all up and down the levee system throughout this event," Wiley said Sunday. "It's not a pretty picture. But today nobody appears to be in imminent danger at this moment."

Bond described the water coming through the breach affecting Hamburg as being between the spray of a garden hose and a fire hose. She said officials were working on a repair plan and the evacuations were ordered in case repairs fail.

Mike Crecelius, emergency management coordinator for Fremont County, said no one really knows what's going to happen in Hamburg or where the incoming water will go.

"The situation down there is really unstable," he said.

Last week, Bond said Hamburg residents were told not to rely on the levee to protect the city. Fremont County officials requested 130,000 sandbags from the corps.

This year could be one of the wettest on record in the Missouri River basin, according to the corps. Officials are predicting record river flows and large releases from reservoirs in the Dakotas because of steady spring rain and above-normal snowpack. The corps has warned that the overflowing river isn't likely to crest until mid- to late June and water will remain high for weeks or even months.

The corps predicts the river will crest at 27 feet or higher in Nebraska City, Neb., which is across the river from Hamburg. Flood stage is 18 feet. As of Sunday afternoon, the river was at 23.14 feet at Nebraska City, according to the National Weather Service.  

Sandbagging begins in Parkville ahead of expected major flooding

Posted: 06/04/2011, NBC Action News
Last Updated: 2 hours and 8 minutes ago

By: Jake Peterson
PARKVILLE, Missouri - Volunteers are set to begin filling sandbags in Parkville Monday in preparations for major flooding in the area from a swelled Missouri River.

Residents will meet in downtown Parkville at 8 a.m.

This comes after the Army Corps of Engineers said downtown Parkville could take a direct hit from floodwaters from the Missouri River as melted snow from the north makes its way into Missouri.

“When we saw it could get that bad we decided we better take our precautionary measures,” Parkville Mayor Gerry Richardson said Saturday after an emergency meeting of city officials and workers.

The Missouri River could start flooding in Parkville in about a week. The flood is caused by an unusual amount of snowfall in northern states, like Montana.

The city staff was talking about communications between departments and how to get volunteers for sandbagging.

“Every time they hear the word flood they have flashbacks,” said Richardson.

The town was engulfed with flood waters in 1993. City leaders say the water destroyed several businesses and caused millions in damage.

Mayor Richardson is calling for dikes to be built around the downtown area. The man made walls will be four feet high. The city is hoping dozens of people will come Monday to volunteer.

“At least we’re ready and we know what materials we need to bring in,” said Richardson.

Parkville resident Jim McCall is ready to help his city. McCall lost his downtown business during the flood of 1993.

“No one anticipated that happening and by the time it happened it was too late,” said McCall.

City leaders are taking the flood plans to all of the downtown businesses hoping to get help. 

Local levees threatened by record-setting releases into Missouri River

Monday, June 6, 2011 | 12:01 a.m. CDT, The Columbia Missourian

BY Anthony Schick
COLUMBIA — Workers at the city's water treatment plant in the Missouri River bottoms are getting the boats out of storage.

Two levees protect McBaine from river levels up to 32 feet, and a flood wall at the plant itself can withstand up to 40 feet, said Floyd Turner, Columbia's manager of water operations.

If the Missouri River overflows the levees along the river, though, plant workers will need their two 14-foot boats to navigate between the nearby wells and possibly transport workers to and from the plant.

The water plant's staff was stockpiling sand for spot leaks along with other supplies in case floods limit access to the plant, engineer Michael Anderson said Friday. Workers at the plant were also checking on emergency generators in the event the plant loses electricity.

A forecast from the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers shows the Missouri River overflowing as many as 58 levees between Kansas City and St. Louis by the end of the month.

After a year's worth of rain in recent weeks and snowpack 140 percent above average in the upper Missouri River basin, the corps is releasing record amounts of water from six reservoirs in Montana and the Dakotas.

Diana McCoy of the corps' Kansas City office said the closest of these to Missouri, Gavins Point Dam on the South Dakota-Nebraska border, will release at 150,000 cubic feet per second by June 13. The reservoir's previous record was 70,000 cubic feet per second in 1997.

Those releases will raise the Missouri River to a minimum of 27 feet in Boonville by June 18, and water levels could reach 33 feet, McCoy said. Those levels, 6 to 12 feet above flood stage, would last at least into August — and that's assuming normal rainfall in the Missouri River watershed below Gavins Point.

If the river reaches the high end of the forecast, it would overflow 58 of the 95 non-federal levees between Kansas City and St. Louis.  

Threatened levees include those maintained by the McBaine Levee District that help protect the Columbia's water treatment plant. According to the corps, the levees at McBaine would overflow at a river level of 30.5 feet.

John Sam Williamson, president of the McBaine Levee District, said the levees can actually withstand levels up to 34 feet in some places and up to 33 in others.

Two sections of the McBaine levees need repair, Williamson said, because continuously high river levels have eroded them.

"If we weren't going to have floods, we would need to do this anyway," he said. "The fact that there is high water, that makes it more imperative to get it done as soon as we can."

Williamson said repairs will begin Monday on a 300-foot-long section of the primary levee that runs along Perche Creek. He expects that repair to be finished Thursday. Once it is done, work will begin on a 1,200-foot section of the secondary levee that runs along the Missouri River bank. Both sections need to be pushed back roughly 30 feet to rejoin the rest of the levee.

The primary levee is higher and further inland than the secondary one and protects more valuable land, Williamson said, which makes it a higher priority.

"We're doing everything we can to make sure our levees are strong and safe," Williamson said. "You do the best you can, and things may happen or they may not."

The levees are in better condition than in 1993, though, Williamson said. The McBaine Levee District formed following the record flood in 1993 and brought the levees up to corps standards for the first time, he said.

Protection immediately surrounding the water treatment plant at McBaine also was increased after 1993, Turner said, to withstand another flood of the same magnitude  — a record 37.1-foot crest at Boonville.

The corps also forecast the river would overflow the Plowboy Bend Levee, across from Cooper's Landing, and all three sections of the Hartsburg Levee District.

Frank Drummond, manager at the Plowboy Bend Conservation Area, said that the levee there was in good condition and that in the last 10 years he's seen it withstand levels near 30 feet. If the river does top the levee, he expects total failure of the Department of Conservation's 700 acres of corn and soybean crops in the river bottom.

"At 30 feet and change, the levee is fine," he said. "At 33, I don't know about that."

In the Jefferson City area, the corps expects the river to overtop 15 of 16 levees if it crests at or above 35 feet, the high end of the forecast. The National Weather Service issued an advisory late Thursday stating that "if rainfall is above the long term average this summer ... major or even record flooding could result."

Normal rainfall for June in the Missouri River Basin is between 3 and 5 inches over the past three decades, but surpassed that in each of the last three years, according to data from the National Weather Service. The Climate Prediction center expects June to be above normal again this year.

Even if rainfall is above normal and contributes to major flooding, Williamson thinks the odds are slim of reaching a situation like 1993.

"That was a 500-year flood," he said. "The odds of that happening are 1 in 500. We're not betting on anything out here, and we're not going to give up. But the odds of that happening again in our lifetime are very small."  

June 5, 2011 

Susan Redden: State lawmakers to visit Joplin 

By Susan Redden Globe Staff Writer The Joplin Globe Sun Jun 05, 2011, 09:34 PM CDT (The Joplin Globe) 

JOPLIN, Mo. — A delegation of Missouri lawmakers on Wednesday will come to Joplin to volunteer in the tornado relief effort.

State Rep. Bill White, R-Joplin, said Friday that he doesn’t care so much whether his colleagues work on the cleanup, as long as they get a firsthand look at the damage.

“What I want is for them to tour the area, and to see the block after block of pure destruction, so they’ll have it in their minds when it’s time to start voting on funding,” White said. “Because this area — especially the city and the school district — is going to need help, and I don’t mean just over the short term.”

White said the trip is being set up by House Speaker Steve Tilley, R-Perryville, who also is discussing plans to appoint a special committee of legislators to look at state response to disasters such as the Joplin tornado and flood damage.

“I’ve asked to be on that committee,” White said.

White and Rep. Bill Lant, R-Joplin, both were in the International House of Pancakes with their families the night the tornado hit. The two said they all huddled in the kitchen with other customers while the walls of the restaurant on Range Line Road fell down around them.

Lant credited White, saying he pushed his family and others to take cover just before the tornado hit.

“I went outside to look, and I saw the funnel with debris in it,” White said. “I came back in and told people it was serious; they were being complacent.”

White said that after the tornado hit, he and others helped search the area for survivors. Most vehicles there were demolished, but he said one man got his pickup truck running and drove White’s wife, Ellen Nichols, a neurosurgeon, to Freeman Hospital West so she could begin helping to treat the injured.

May 22 wasn’t the Lant family’s first experience with a twister. The deadly tornado that swept through northern Newton County in May 2008 destroyed both his and his wife’s businesses.

“We weren’t there that day; we were in Joplin,” Lant said. “But we’ve paid our dues now.”

Local — and federal — lawmakers have said they are pushing for a 100 percent reimbursement for qualified expenditures as a result of the tornado damage.

The federal government has agreed to a 90 percent ratio for public assistance, as opposed to the traditional 75-25 cost-sharing. That could mean local funds would have to cover the remaining 10 percent. Strong arguments are being made that the full amount be covered by federal reimbursement, or that the state pick up the balance.

State Sen. Ron Richard, R-Joplin, said he has talked with Gov. Jay Nixon, who has spent a lot of time in Joplin in the wake of the tornado.

“The governor told me he’d do everything he can to get it handled in some way,” Richard said.

Nixon on Friday made a formal request for a 100 percent federal reimbursement of costs associated with debris removal, and public buildings and infrastructure.

U.S. Sen. Roy Blunt wrote to President Barack Obama on May 27, just before the president’s visit to Joplin, calling for the 100 percent reimbursement rate.

Lant said local lawmakers “are supporting the governor’s request. We’re all in accord in this, so I‘m optimistic.”

“I’ll do everything I can do make sure the city’s not on the hook for the 10 percent,” White said.

Both Richard and state Rep. Tom Flanigan, R-Carthage, pointed out that an initial challenge will be to determine what will be 10 percent of the Joplin reimbursement.

Flanigan, a member of the House Budget Committee, said he already has contacted the committee officials and the budget analyst about potential options for the state.

“I’ll be in Jeff City on Monday, and I plan on going by the budget office,” Flanigan said. “I think the governor is responsible for asking for the 100 percent, but if that fails, we’ll have to look at where the state can find the money.”

Flanigan noted that the demand comes at a time when state revenues are flat and other parts of the state need help from flood damage.  

Jun 6, 5:00 AM EDT

Mo. lawmakers to aid in Joplin tornado cleanup 

	


	

	


JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Missouri lawmakers will be lending a hand to the post-tornado cleanup effort in Joplin. And they may take a deeper look at the state's disaster response efforts.

Republican House member Donna Lichtenegger, of Jackson, says a group of lawmakers and staff will be heading to Joplin this week to aid in the cleanup. She says they plan to spend all day Wednesday there.

House Speaker Steven Tilley, of Perryville, says he also is considering appointing an interim committee to review the state's disaster response and its aid to communities.

That review would come after a particularly harsh spring in Missouri, highlighted by the deadly tornado in Joplin, another tornado that hit the St. Louis airport and severe flooding along the Mississippi River in southeast Missouri.  

Disastrous spring costing Missouri billions of dollars

By DAVID A. LIEB

Associated Press




J. Scott Applewhite

FILE - This May 29, 2011 file photo shows President Barack Obama, second from left, with residents viewing damage from the tornado that devastated Joplin, Mo. A month packed with tornadoes and flooding has caused billions of dollars of damage in Missouri. And the economic aftershocks may be felt for years.

First a tornado tore through the St. Louis airport. Then rising waters swamped small towns and flooded miles of fertile farmland along the Mississippi River. Then the nation's deadliest tornado in six decades ripped apart the city of Joplin.

Thirty days of destruction in Missouri. Billions of dollars of damage. And it may not be done, as communities along the Missouri River from St. Joseph to St. Louis brace for a new round of flooding.

The economic aftershocks of Missouri's spring of disasters may be felt for years, even by many who weren't personally affected by the storms. Insurance premiums are likely to increase for home and vehicle owners. Restaurants and retail shops are likely to see lower sales in southeast Missouri. Utility rates are likely to rise in the southwestern part of the state. And Missouri's budget - already out of balance - now is tens of millions of dollars deeper in the hole, which could lead to more cuts to government services and schools.

"It's not just the loss of lives, but this is a horrible economic blow to the state of Missouri," said state House Speaker Steven Tilley, a Republican whose home district is near the Mississippi River.

Missouri may be an extreme example. But it's far from alone in a spring of brutal weather.

Tornadoes have wreaked havoc from Alabama to Massachusetts, while floods have inundated states from Montana to Louisiana. The recent Joplin tornado and a series of twisters that ravaged the South in late April caused a combined insurance loss of up to $8 billion, according to preliminary estimates from Eqecat, a firm that analyzes the effect of catastrophes for insurers and government agencies.

Even before the recent flooding in the West and upper Midwest, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers said about 6.8 million acres had been flooded this year - an area equivalent to the entire state of Massachusetts.

One recent day, highway engineer Richard Wallace drove his four-wheel drive truck down the gravel of Mississippi County Road 310 in southeast Missouri to survey the damage from receding floodwaters. He was forced to stop.

"I'm looking at a section right now that looks like part of the Grand Canyon," said an amazed Wallace, staring at a gaping crevice in the road. "It's just unreal."

In Mississippi County, where the corps blew open the Birds Point levee to relieve flooding pressure on nearby Cairo, Ill., local officials estimated the water may have caused $75 million in damage to roads, bridges and public infrastructure. Flooding also wiped out about half of the county's farm acreage - a particularly severe blow for an area that ranks among Missouri's leading wheat and soybean producers and whose economy depends on agriculture. Missouri Farm Bureau President Blake Hurst says 570,000 acres of cropland have been flooded, costing Missouri farmers anywhere from $150 million to $400 million.

Less money for farmers also means less money for retailers, restaurant owners and just about everyone else in the region. The flooding is projected to reduce sales revenues by $93 million in Mississippi County alone - a decline of about 14 percent, said Bruce Domazlicky, director of the Center for Economic and Business Research at Southeast Missouri State University.

"You'll think twice before you buy something for yourself, you'll think twice before you buy a wedding present, you'll think twice before you buy a steak," said Claudia Arington, director of the Charleston Chamber of Commerce.

In Joplin, a powerful tornado that killed at least 138 people also damaged about 18,000 vehicles, more than 8,000 homes and 500 commercial properties. Among the buildings damaged was a hospital that employed 1,700 people.

Ten days after the Joplin tornado, the state said major insurance companies already had received 17,000 claims, a figure that's likely to rise. Eqecat estimates there are up to $3 billion of insured losses in Joplin. Historically, insurance premiums often have risen in areas hit by catastrophic events as insurers update their risk models used to set rates.

Until the Joplin tornado, Missouri's single largest insurance catastrophe in the past decade was an April 2001 hail storm in the St. Louis area that caused about $700 million in damage, said Brent Butler, government affairs director for the Missouri Insurance Coalition. In the following two years, the average homeowners' insurance premium in Missouri shot up 29 percent, according to figures provided by the state insurance department.

The Joplin tornado "could have an effect on everybody's insurance rates eventually - but it will be eventually, and I wouldn't call it dramatic," Butler said.

If tornadoes result in premium increases for hard-hit states such as Missouri and Alabama, "the good thing is, because everybody is going to pay more, maybe it's not much more," said Erwann Michel-Kerjan, managing director of the Risk Management and Decision Processes Center at the University of Pennsylvania.

Electricity rates also are likely to rise as a result of the tornado. The Empire Electric District Co, which serves about 150,000 people in southwest Missouri, figures the tornado caused $20 million to $30 million in damage to its infrastructure and wiped out 10 percent to 15 percent of customer demand for electricity.

Missouri Gov. Jay Nixon already has committed $50 million to help pay for the emergency response to the Joplin tornado and southeast Missouri floods, along with recovery efforts. But that will nearly double the state's projected budget gap for the fiscal year that starts July 1. And Nixon has said the state's disaster expenses will have to be offset by cuts to other areas. Those cuts will come on top of more than $1 billion in spending reductions already made by Nixon in the past two-and-a-half years.

There is a potential bright spot. The disasters could spur a revival for some dormant job sectors, such as construction, once people begin rebuilding.

"You're going to have actually a pretty good pickup in the local economy because of that," Domazlicky said. "That's not to downplay what happened, but it is going to provide a stimulus to that economy in terms of getting people to work."  

Kansas, Missouri buck the trend of shrinking Midwest populations

By BRAD COOPER

The Kansas City Star, Posted on Sun, Jun. 05, 2011 10:58 PM


Watch out, Missouri.
Not only is Kansas luring away some of your businesses, it’s also getting some of your people.

While people are regularly moving between the two states, Kansas is gaining an edge, new data from the U.S. Census Bureau show.

But don’t get your pride hurt, Missouri. You’re a winner, too.

In fact, both Missouri and Kansas are bucking a trend sweeping across the Midwest.

While the region on balance is losing people to sunnier climates in the South and West, more people are moving to Kansas and Missouri than are moving out, new data from the Census Bureau show.

“They’re not states that are going to grow rapidly in large numbers, and they’re not going to decline rapidly in large numbers,” said William Frey, a demographer with the Brookings Institution. “They’re sort of steady-state kinds of populations and seem to be hanging on pretty well.” 

The Midwest lost 223,000 people to other regions from 2009 to 2010 as industrial and agricultural jobs evaporated, sending people elsewhere in search of work. But Missouri and Kansas hung tough, bringing in people even as the Midwest was losing population.

Kansas and Missouri had about 25,000 more people moving into both states than moving away from 2008 to 2009 — a period when the Midwest lost 62,000 people. 

Missouri had a net gain of about 11,000 from other states in 2009 from 2008, while Kansas gained about 13,600 people.

The causes could be any number of factors: more retirees moving into southern Missouri, more people moving into suburbs outside Kansas City, or even a thriving Kansas meat-packing industry.

For Seth and Stefanie Jackson, leaving Texas for the Kansas suburbs was about a job and returning home to family and friends.

“Overall, Dallas is a good city, but there was something about coming home,” said Seth, who took a new job with a logistics company in Kansas City.

While Stefanie admittedly still loves Dallas, there have been definitely pluses about moving to Kansas, whether it’s light traffic or good barbecue.

“Kansas is a great place to raise a family,” she said. “The people here are way more friendly. It’s a way more laid-back environment here.” 

What’s striking about the census data is that more people are moving to Kansas and Missouri at a time when we don’t seem as mobile as we were 60 years ago.

Nationwide, only 3.5 percent of us moved to a different county between 2009 and 2010, the lowest percentage since 1947-48, when the Census started tracking how we move. In 1950-51, about 7.5 percent of us moved to a different county.

Experts blamed the slowdown on the mortgage crisis, high unemployment and young adults who want to move but can’t afford to buy a new home with the economy in the tank.

“I think there’s a pent-up demand for migration among these young folks,” Frey said.

“They’re either living with their parents or spending time in a place they don’t want to be, and they’re waiting to get a place in the suburbs they can’t afford or can’t get financing for.”

Kansas arrivals
Migration patterns in Kansas are influenced partly by the health of meat-packing plants in the southwest corner of the state and their attraction to immigrants wanting jobs, said Laszlo Kulcsar, a demographer at Kansas State University.

“When we think about migration we usually assume that people are coming from other states to Kansas … and we tend to discount the international migration,” Kulcsar said.

The other factor, Kulcsar said, is the growth of suburban areas like Johnson County, which grew by nearly 21 percent in the last decade to become the state’s largest county. The county’s growth was boosted by a mushrooming Hispanic population.

Kulcsar pointed out that there’s a great disparity in the movement patterns in Kansas.

While it may sound wonderful that more people are coming into Kansas than leaving, most of the gains are concentrated in several counties near urban areas or in the southwest corner of the state, he said.

Meanwhile, the people who are leaving Kansas are moving from small, rural counties that the state is trying to rescue.

Gov. Sam Brownback has stepped up efforts to build population in rural counties in western and north-central Kansas that have bled residents over the past decade.

A bill passed by the Kansas Legislature this year would give a five-year income tax abatement to people who move from out of state to one of 50 counties that have had big population losses.

Missouri trends
In Missouri, migration patterns differ by region, said Bill Elder, director of the Office of Social and Economic Data Analysis at the University of Missouri.

The areas of the state north of the river behave more like the rest of the Midwest in that they’re losing population, he said. Areas south of the Missouri River reflect more of the growth patterns seen along the Gulf Coast extending up into Arkansas, he said.

All that movement influences how we’re aging as a state, he said. For example, parts of Missouri north of the river are getting older as younger people move out because jobs are harder to come by, Elder said.

The southern part of the state is getting older — but because more people are choosing to retire near Springfield, Branson and the lake areas.

Missouri saw big population gains in Camden County near the Lake of the Ozarks as well as in Taney County, home of Branson and very near Table Rock Lake. Taney’s population exploded by 30 percent in the last 10 years, while Camden’s soared by 19 percent.

Metro shifts
Overall, in the movement of people between Kansas and Missouri, about 5,500 more people moved to Kansas from 2008 to 2009, census data show. 

Some of that movement is centered in the Kansas City metro area, where schools on the Kansas side can be attractive for residents who want to leave the city for the suburbs, experts said.

“It’s an issue of the internal nature of the Kansas City metropolitan area broadly and where the growing suburban issues are,” Elder said. “People aren’t moving to move to Kansas. They’re moving to move to Johnson County.”

Planners said Internal Revenue Service data showed a net gain of 200 to 300 people a year moving to the Kansas side from the Missouri side of the area.

For example, from 1994 to 2004 about 3,000 more people moved to the Kansas suburbs from the Missouri side than vice versa, said Frank Lenk, research director for the Mid-America Regional Council.

And that hasn’t changed much since. Newer IRS data from 2008 showed that about 300 more people moved to Johnson County from Jackson County than vice versa.

“There is a net shift from the Missouri side to the Kansas side, but it’s not perhaps as large as most people think it is,” Lenk said.

It’s a trend that Kansas City is battling to reverse, said new Mayor Sly James.

New amenities like the Power & Light District, a new downtown grocery store, improved mass transit and incentives like property tax abatements are meant to retain and build population, he said.

“For the last decade, Kansas City has made significant investments in downtown housing and amenities that are attracting large numbers of new residents to our center city; however, this trend of urban flight will not reverse itself overnight,” James said.

“A healthy urban core is essential to a healthy city, so our 40-year-long pattern of migration from the city to the suburbs is certainly a concern and requires continued effort to turn around.”



Comings and goings 
Places people moved to Kansas from in 2008-09
Missouri…24,307

Texas…8,257

Oklahoma…6,975

California…6,776

Colorado…4,231

Places people moved to Missouri from in 2008-09
Illinois…21,245

Kansas…18,757

Texas…9,995

California…7,509

Florida…6,801

People leaving Kansas went to:
Missouri…18,757

Texas…10,722

Oklahoma…5,696

Nebraska…4,783

California…4,782

People leaving Missouri went to:
Kansas…24,307

Texas…12,940

Illinois…10,379

California…8,651

Arkansas…7,652

For veterans in rural areas, getting health care can be a battle

By DAVID GOLDSTEIN

The Star’s Washington correspondent, Posted on Sun, Jun. 05, 2011 10:58 PM


WASHINGTON | Frank Munk earned his veterans’ medical benefits more than four decades ago in Quang Tri province, a hard-fought, bloody piece of ground in Vietnam.
Yet he doesn’t always choose to use them.

The 64-year-old truck mechanic from western Kansas instead spends $2,500 out of his pocket on a private doctor for such things as hearing tests.

It’s that or drive nearly 300 miles to a Veterans Affairs hospital in Wichita or Denver.

“I can’t afford to take two days off,” explained Munk, who is self-employed. “The VA care is getting cost-prohibitive for people in the rural areas because of the time, and a lot of them can’t drive themselves.”

Munk’s dilemma is shared by other veterans who live beyond America’s cities and suburbs.

Long distances and restrictive rules have become obstacles to health care for many of the more than 3 million rural veterans enrolled in the VA health system. They account for 41 percent of all enrollees. 

But the agency’s effort to aid rural veterans has other problems as well.

An April internal VA audit found that it could not determine whether a lot of the money spent on rural health care in recent years did any good.

The Office of Inspector General, the agency’s internal watchdog, concluded that the VA “lacked reasonable assurance” that its use of $273 million of the $533 million in rural health funding received in 2009 and 2010 “improved access and quality of care” for veterans.

“We basically couldn’t tell how effective each of these projects was because of the lack of project performance measures,” said Gary Abe, a director in the inspector general’s office who oversaw the audit. “The report’s message was the VA couldn’t determine if it was money well spent.”

The report also noted that the VA Office of Rural Health did an “inadequate” job of assessing the health care needs of rural veterans and managing the money for expanding care. In addition, oversight of rural health care programs was “ineffective” and communication with other agencies and services involved in rural care was poor.

VA officials agreed with the report’s recommendations for improvements to the rural health program, including the use of financial controls to check spending. VA spokesman Josh Taylor said the department was committed to expanding access to rural veterans.

“We take very seriously our responsibility to ensure veterans receive the health care and benefits they have earned,” he said.

But Democratic Sen. Patty Murray of Washington, chairwoman of the Senate Veterans’ Affairs Committee, said the inspector general’s report was worrisome.

“At a time when we have to fight for every dollar our veterans get, it is unacceptable that VA can’t say whether hundreds of millions of dollars spent to improve health care for rural veterans had any impact on improving access or quality,” she said.

While there appears to be general agreement that VA hospitals provide good medical care, the system has been under extreme stress because of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan.

Few expected the wars would last so long, or planned for the flood of patients or the severity of their injuries. 

VA officials are trying to manage a generation of combat veterans who have come home not only bearing the deep physical scars of battle, but invisible psychological wounds as well that will require years — if not a lifetime, in many cases — of care.

Indeed, suicides among Iraq and Afghanistan veterans have reached record levels.

The VA recently lost a two-year court battle against two veterans groups. They had sued the agency over its delay and denial of mental health care and benefits for former service members suffering from post-traumatic stress disorder, traumatic brain injury and other psychological problems.

Rural America is home to more than a third of all Iraq and Afghanistan veterans enrolled in the VA. Not all have combat-related health problems. 

But the VA has stepped up efforts to reach out to rural veterans from all eras.

Telemedicine is one way that allows patients to seek treatment at home. A network of about 800 community-based outpatient clinics to provide rural veterans with basic medical care such as checkups, X-rays and prescriptions is another. 

“It’s an attempt to cut costs,” said Lana McKenzie, director of medical services for Paralyzed Veterans of America, a veterans service group. “If you are a healthy vet and ambulatory and live in the area and need insulin, or blood pressure medicine, it works. But it doesn’t work if you get further complicated than that.”

In general, the VA will not pay for a veteran to see an out-of-network doctor if the same care is available within the system — even if it’s more convenient.

Glenn Honas of Ellis, Kan., waited weeks for the VA to send him special orthopedic shoes before learning that the Robert J. Dole VA Medical Center in Wichita had them, but insisted that he come there — a nearly 200 mile-trip — to be fitted.

Honas is a 79-year-old Korean War veteran who walks with a cane and lives in a retirement home.

It took Republican Sen. Jerry Moran of Kansas to persuade the VA to send the shoes to its clinic in nearby Hays and pay for Honas to see a private foot specialist.

“Veterans can only benefit from the medical services offered at the VA if they can get to this care,” Moran said. “Many veterans living in rural Kansas must travel hundreds of miles to reach a VA facility, and too often these distances mean they forgo making the trip.”

Eric Olson, a service officer in the Springfield office of Disabled American Veterans, a service and advocacy group, said that “it’s the veteran’s choice to live in a rural area, but it was also the veteran’s choice to step up and serve his country.”

A Marine for two decades, Olson said the VA could make life less complicated for veterans by giving its doctors and clinic managers more leeway to send patients to private care, or allowing VA medical centers to enter into treatment agreements with private hospitals.

The VA is involved in a pilot program to test some of these alternatives.

Frank Di Piano, a 33-year-old ex-Marine who lives near Springfield, developed a traumatic brain injury after a mortar exploded outside the command tent in Ramadi, Iraq, in 2004. He has also a bad shoulder injury from boot camp that never healed properly.

For a while he was driving nearly 300 miles every few weeks to the VA medical center in Oklahoma City to see doctors about his shoulder. It took six months to schedule an MRI.

He regularly makes the nearly 100-mile trip to the VA hospital in Fayetteville, Ark., for treatment for PTSD.

Di Piano said some physicians he knows have told him he could get the same care at a hospital in Springfield if the VA would allow him to go outside the network. So he asked. 

“They said they couldn’t get authorization to do that because it was just too much red tape,” Di Piano said.

Missouri injury fund refusing to pay, heading for insolvency 

BY JASON HANCOCK • STLtoday.com | Posted: Monday, June 6, 2011 12:21 am | 
JEFFERSON CITY • Diabetes is something Mark Brumfield has been dealing with since he was 6. And even though it has caused numerous medical problems throughout his life, the Affton resident, 56, has always been able to work.

He was a custodian at St. Catherine Laboure Parish for years, continuing to work even after blisters on his feet got infected and resulted in toe amputations in 2005 and 2007. That all changed in June 2008 after he slipped and broke his hip while preparing to wax the floor of the school.

"I've done that job for years with no problem, but that stuff is so slippery, all it takes is one bad step," Brumfield said.

He was ruled permanently totally disabled and eventually began receiving about $800 a month in disability payments. After three years, he also was awarded a little more than $300 a week out of the state's Second Injury Fund, which covers certain workplace injuries that aggravate pre-existing disabilities.

But instead of receiving his first check from the state, he got a letter from the attorney general's office saying Missouri couldn't afford to make his payments.

"His case has been tried, there was no appeal, and this was a final decision," said Phil Hess, Brumfield's lawyer and president-elect of the Missouri Association of Trial Attorneys. "Yet he's not being paid."

Brumfield is among 55 workers who were left permanently disabled after a workplace injury and who are owed money out of the Second Injury Fund — but who are not getting paid.

To keep the fund from becoming insolvent, Attorney General Chris Koster decided in March to withhold paying any new permanent total disability awards. And with 28,000 pending claims against the fund, the number of people owed state money is expected to grow.

Despite warnings from Koster that the fund could go broke by year's end, lawmakers last month adjourned for the year without passing legislation addressing the problem. Koster said this will likely result in some hard choices in coming months.

"All options involve some party not being paid what's owed them," Koster said.

That could mean more permanently disabled workers not getting paid, layoffs in the attorney general's office or a combination of both, observers say.

"As the fiscal crunch gets deeper and deeper, they'll start shifting back the people they can't pay to include individuals who have already started getting checks," Hess said. "Those folks are at risk of losing their payments, and those folks are terrified."

FUNDING LAGS
The Second Injury Fund was established after World War II to encourage businesses to hire veterans who returned from the war with some disability but who could still work.

It has been a hot topic in political circles since former Attorney General Bill Webster and a group of St. Louis attorneys were caught up in a federal investigation over misuse of the fund in the early 1990s.

The fund's solvency has been in question since 2005, when lawmakers placed a cap on its revenue source. Businesses pay a 3 percent surcharge on their workers' compensation insurance to fund the payouts to injured workers.

That 2005 law was intended, in part, to lower workers' compensation rates for businesses, and it has been successful in that regard. But because of the 3 percent cap, the funding for the Second Injury Fund hasn't kept pace with claims made against it.

The fund began the 2006 fiscal year with a nearly $40 million balance. By May 2011, Koster said, the fund had about $7 million — and that's only because of the $3.5 million being withheld from new permanently disabled workers since March.

"If we paid those and the other payments we need to make, the fund would be under water. Since September 2009, we've been paring back where we can just to keep the lights on," Koster said, referring to his decision in 2009 to stop settling Second Injury Fund cases, sending all claims to litigation.

By year's end, if all liabilities against the fund are paid, it will be $20 million in the red, Koster said. Also, there are about 28,000 pending claims against the Second Injury Fund, with about 700 new claims filed each month.

Legislation aimed at solving the funding problem won support from groups ranging from the Missouri Association of Trial Attorneys to the Missouri Chamber of Commerce and Industry. It would have eliminated the fund and shifted all claims to the Workers' Compensation System. The cap on the 3 percent surcharge would have been temporarily lifted and allowed to float as needed each year to cover existing claims. That surcharge would have eventually shrunk to zero.

Disagreements in the business community doomed the plan. The Associated Industries of Missouri decried it as "the largest tax and government-imposed cost increase on Missouri employers in Missouri history."

Richard Moore, director of regulatory affairs for the Missouri Chamber, said calling the change a tax increase is misleading. While the plan would have resulted in higher workers' compensation costs for businesses, it was still far less expensive than doing nothing.

That's because of a pending federal lawsuit filed by three disabled workers who fear they are at "imminent risk" of being deprived benefits if the fund becomes insolvent. A fourth plaintiff, who like Brumfield has been awarded payments from the Second Injury Fund but is not getting paid, recently joined the lawsuit.

"By enforcing the cap on the surcharge, which everyone agrees is inadequate, the state is depriving people of their property," said John Boyd, a Kansas City attorney representing plaintiffs in the federal lawsuit.

The judge in the case could rule the surcharge cap unconstitutional, allowing the state to raise the rate employers pay to a level that is sufficient to cover all liabilities.

Another option, Moore said, would be for the judge to order the state to cover the liabilities regardless of the surcharge, putting taxpayers on the hook for millions.

"I anticipate other people are going to file suit as well," Moore said. "And ultimately, a judge could decide how the state ends up fixing the problem."

In addition to the pending lawsuit, Moore fears the attorney general's office, in an effort to keep making payments, will be forced to lay off employees who defend the fund.

Moore points out that 60 percent of claims against the Second Injury Fund are dismissed and result in no payments. If the attorney general's office has no one left to handle the cases, people filing claims could "get everything they asked for," he said.

'TWO-YEAR BILL'
Koster reiterated that there has been no final decision on how to keep the fund in the black.

Gov. Jay Nixon could call the Legislature back into session this summer to focus on the Second Injury Fund. But Nixon appeared to rule out the idea at a press conference last month when he called proposed fixes a "two-year bill," meaning one year to educate lawmakers on the problem so that legislation can be passed the next year.

For Mark Brumfield, the situation could be worse. He tried to return to work but found he wasn't physically able. And poor eyesight, another condition caused by his diabetes, keeps him from moving to a desk job. He currently shares a duplex with his sister, splitting expenses with her and trying to "live cheaply." He's in a much better situation than a lot of folks, he said, but he worries about the future.

"Right now, I'm not under financial distress," he said. "But I want to make sure I can provide for myself down the road."

St. Louis school leaders work to show improvement 

BY ELISA CROUCH •  STLtoday.com | Posted: Monday, June 6, 2011 12:11 am | 

ST. LOUIS • Test scores aren't in yet, but principal Cornelius Green is confident that a multibillion-dollar federal education experiment has Fanning Middle School on a better path.

The underperforming school south of Tower Grove Park finished the year with half the number of serious discipline problems it had in 2009-10, according to the school. Students advanced an average of 1.4 grade levels, according to a national reading test, though some remain several grades behind.

"We've laid a solid foundation," Green said last week. He held an iPad with data on each student and teacher.

But it's up to inspectors from the Missouri Department of Elementary and Secondary Education to determine whether Green, a first-year principal, is right.

Those results — along with Fanning's standardized exam scores — will in a small measure help to show whether transformative change is possible at the worst schools and also whether that change can happen on an accelerated timeline once considered unrealistic.

Fanning Middle School is among the lowest-performing 5 percent of schools in the country that received $3.5 billion in grants last fall to reverse years of failure. Statewide, 32 schools — most in the St. Louis area — got more than $17.3 million.

The federal government has never spent so much so quickly on so few schools. In parts of the region, the spending amounts to as much as $3,888 per pupil. Nor has the federal government expected so much in such a short time. Schools that received the improvement grants have three years to make monumental strides.

For Fanning, the bulk of its $444,000 grant this year paid for classes that gave students six hours a week of individualized reading instruction. It bought additional computers, interactive light boards for classrooms and training to help teachers. It also paid teachers to tutor students after school and for the salary of an instructional support coordinator who works with students and teachers.

The money comes with strings attached — forcing changes in mind-set and practice that don't cost a dime.

In the case of Fanning, it required a new principal. It requires teachers to use data to tailor their teaching, ensuring students master subjects before moving on. It requires principals to know more about what is happening in classrooms — knowledge they can only get from daily walks through their buildings.

In the process, relationships have changed between teachers and principals and between principals and students.

Green arrived in the fall as a 28-year-old former music teacher who had worked one year as an assistant principal at Lyon @ Blow Academy of Basic Instruction, another middle school in the district. The thought of leading a school like Fanning was daunting, he said.

Last year, just 13 percent of students there tested at or above grade level in reading, and 14 percent showed proficiency in math, according to state test results. Attendance was 88 percent. Behavioral problems in the school of 380 students led to more than 1,000 office referrals and 52 expulsions, Green said.

Green describes walking into a messy building where teachers didn't like being there, students regularly stayed home, and fights and outbursts interrupted classrooms multiple times a day.

Green now does walkthroughs with janitors to ensure the school is clean. He pushes teachers to challenge students. The number of expulsions dropped by about half this year, he said. Attendance inched up to 91 percent this year, according to the district. Teachers say Green works with them, not against them.

"Before, the administration sat in the office and ate lunch," said David Marler, a seventh- and eighth-grade math teacher. "Mr. Green is everywhere, all the time."

MEASURING PROGRESS
Green knows that ultimately, people from outside the building will determine whether Fanning's vital signs have improved.

Those people include a team from the school district and one from the state.

Last fall, Superintendent Kelvin Adams created the four-member Office of Innovation to provide an extra layer of accountability and support to Fanning and other district schools struggling the most. The team spends most its time in those schools, monitoring and advising teachers and principals.

The other evaluators work for the state. In St. Louis, these school improvement monitors meet monthly with Adams and principals whose schools received the federal improvement grants. They've visited the buildings twice this past school year, trying to shape principals and keep them focused on the end game: turning schools around.

"You just can't get by with a surface understanding," said Dennis Dorsey, one of the two men charged with monitoring school improvement statewide. "We're looking for people who deeply know what's going on in each school every day."

The experiment has transformed Dorsey's job and that of Robert Taylor, a former Festus superintendent. The two men crisscross the state monitoring progress at the 32 schools, conducting visits that have never been so intense or so thorough. Their task: ensuring the money is being used to remake these schools. And fast.

SAVING 10 STUDENTS
Green wore a bow tie to greet state inspectors and the team from the school district on a site visit last month. There were eight from the state — all former classroom teachers. They fanned out to observe classrooms. They also met with a panel of parents and students.

Green walked the halls with Taylor and Dorsey. He knew they needed to see that the downward trajectory at Fanning had been reversed or the school could lose out on the federal grant money next year.

That's why Green was all nerves before they arrived. "I don't want to lose that money for these kids," he said later.

As they walked, the men peppered him with questions. What does learning typically look like in this classroom? What's being done to improve her teaching? How is this student doing in reading? For this girl to do well in class, what does the teacher need to look out for?

They expected him to know the answers, to know histories of students they met in the hallways and whether the school's five struggling teachers were getting better.

They asked about the 10 students Green had chosen to 'save" — a concept they require of principals at all schools that received the grant money. Principals select at least 10 kids most likely to fall through the cracks, then smother them with support to improve their academics, behavior and attendance. The thought is this, Dorsey explained: If you can't save 10 kids, how can you save an entire school?

"Then it goes beyond that," Taylor said. "What happens after you save those 10? What did you learn from that that you could apply to the total population?"

The students Green chose were struggling with academics, behavior and attendance. They each signed contracts outlining what they needed to do this school year. One of them, an eighth-grader, knew that one more suspension would send her to an alternative school and keep her from walking across the stage at graduation.

"It's working," Green told Taylor and Dorsey as they stood outside the girl's classroom. Green pulled up the girl's test scores on his iPad. "Her reading level is going up, her math scores are going up. Attendance is up. She struggles with basic math but does well with more advanced skills."

Fanning is one of 74 schools in the St. Louis school system. About 15 percent of the district's approximately 24,000 students attend the 11 schools where federal dollars are forcing the most intense changes. Turning around these schools is critical for the district to regain accreditation, among other things, said Adams, the superintendent.

"If we're able to increase academic achievement for the students in the lowest quartile of our schools, that will have an impact obviously on what happens long-term," Adams said.

After the inspection, the eight visitors from the state reconvened in the conference room beside the principal's office. Without Green or district staff in the room, they discussed what they'd seen.

"What's going on in classrooms is better than it was a few months ago," one said.

Others added that the teaching was better, school work displayed in the building showed more critical thinking. And Green seemed to know his data. But the front of the building didn't escape their notice. The stairs are crumbling, the trim needs fresh paint.

They called Green in for a critique. Parents and students like the changes, they told him. Learning is taking place. The school is in much better shape. But they pushed him to go deeper.

For one, fix the front of the school, they said.

Green sat with his hands folded and nodded, absorbing the feedback. They asked him about next year. In August they will return, and monthly meetings will continue. This past year, they wanted to see dramatic changes in the school's culture. In the coming year, they will expect to see dramatic growth in classrooms.

And test scores will be key.

"You're good, but you're not great yet," Taylor told Green. "To be great you have to score."

MoDOT cost-saving plan includes seven districts, job cuts and fewer facilities

Monday, June 6, 2011

By Scott Welton ~ Standard Democrat

SIKESTON, Mo. -- The Missouri Department of Transportation believes it can do more with less. 

The Missouri Highways and Transportation Commission will decide Wednesday whether or not to approve the "Bolder Five-Year Direction" plan, according to Mark Shelton, district engineer for MoDOT's Southeast District. 

The plan's goal, Shelton said, is to provide outstanding service by focusing on priorities while tightening the belt. 

"About a year and a half ago, we recognized we were entering a transportation funding crisis," he said. "MoDOT's funding comes from the gas tax, it comes from automobile sales tax and license and registration fees. That funding level has essentially stayed about the same over the last several years. But as the cost of materials goes up, the cost of fuel goes up, the cost of employees goes up, that eats away at the number of dollars you have available to put on the road." 

The proposed plan would reduce the number of employees, close and consolidate facilities and trim back the department's equipment pool. 

"What that gets us over the next five years is an additional $520 million to put on the roadways," Shelton said. "Every one of those dollars will find its way to the roadway." 

It important, according to MoDOT officials, to have enough money budgeted for local matches required for federal funds. 

"Most of our highway projects are on an 80-20 split with the federal government," Shelton said. "The economy still is sluggish and as we looked forward, it was apparent that if we didn't do something different, we would not be able to match federal funds in 2017. There is still not a new federal highway bill and there are no signs of federal government or voters increasing transportation funding." 

How many jobs will be lost in each district is not determined yet. 

"It will be spread out across the state, everybody will be affected," Shelton said. "Every district and our central office in Jefferson City, everybody is to be reduced." 

Another 850 positions will be eliminated in addition to 350 already reduced under the previous plan for a total reduction of 1,200. 

"About 12 percent will come from ... the maintenance side of the shop," Shelton said. "But that reduction will not be from our boots-on-the-ground maintenance folk. ... The idea is, we want to deliver great customer service. We need to keep them out there mowing the right-of-ways, pushing the snow, patching the potholes." 

Southeast District facilities listed for closure, some of which MoDOT has already moved out of, include construction offices at Sikeston and Kennett and maintenance sheds at East Prairie, Portageville, Arbyrd, Brazeau, Puxico, Naylor and Steele and for Williamsville Special-Regional Bridge and the Delta Special-District Maintenance. 

The plan includes closing district offices in Macon, Joplin and Willow Springs and reorganizing as seven districts. 

Statewide, MoDOT would have about 135 fewer facilities. 

The number of area engineer offices, which Shelton said are "the face of MoDOT," would only be reduced by seven, however. 

"If a community has a need or issue they need to work on with MoDOT, they don't need to go to the district office, they can go to the area office," he said. 

Equipment reductions are aimed at keeping only the right number of tractors and loaders to do the job, Shelton said. 

What isn't needed, about 740 pieces of equipment, will be sold off. 

"We just want to try to be as efficient as we can," Shelton said. 

If the Missouri Highways and Transportation Commission approves a plan, MoDOT will begin operating under that plan the next day. 

"If the plan is approved as presented on June 8, it would be fully implemented by Dec. 31, 2012," Shelton said. 

Mo. DNR seeks comment on water standard changes 
Jun 6, 5:00 AM EDT

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Missouri environmental officials are seeking public comment on possible changes in water quality standards on the state's rivers and streams.

The Department of Natural Resources has posted a report on its website examining the likely effects of proposed changes. That's the first step in the process of setting administrative rules on environmental standards.

The report addresses environmental benefits and economic costs tied with the proposed changes.

For example, it reviews the effect of designating thousands of miles of currently unclassified waters as "fishable" or "swimmable."

The possible changes also stem from a 2009 decision by federal regulators that new standards are needed for a nearly 29-mile stretch of the Mississippi River near St. Louis.

Communities along the rising Missouri River prepare for flooding

By KATHLEEN POINTER

The Kansas City Star, Posted on Sat, Jun. 04, 2011 10:15 PM


As the Missouri River continues to rise, Ken Tanner isn’t taking any chances. 
“I have a story-and-a-half house, and in the ’93 flood water got up into the top floor,” he said. “I’m expecting that to happen again.”

Tanner started moving things last week from his home in Sugar Lake, Mo. — about 45 miles north of Kansas City — to a storage unit in St. Joseph. 

The levels marked by the great flood of 1993 may be topped in coming weeks at some spots along the river. 

Gavins Point Dam in South Dakota is expected by mid-June to begin releasing up to 150,000 cubic feet of water per second, more than double the previous record in 1997, thanks to heavy rains and snow melt up north. 

“Precipitation has led to near-record or record runoffs this year,” said Jud Kneuvean with the Army Corps of Engineers. “We haven’t seen flooding like this in that area since the 1950s.”

On Thursday, the threat of rising water prompted warnings from the Corps of Engineers and a visit to St. Joseph by Gov. Jay Nixon. 

The Corps is holding conference calls with emergency managers and others, and plans to meet about levees this week, said Kneuvean, chief of emergency management for the Kansas City district.

“We’ve issued almost 300,000 sandbags in Missouri so far,” Kneuvean said. “We’ve issued them across the state, but the bulk of them are going north of Kansas City.”

Along the river
Holt County, Mo.: About 1,000 people living in the flood plain have been asked to be prepared to leave, county clerk Kathy Kunkel said. A “tremendous amount” of people have already started to leave the area. 

“Holt County experienced widespread flooding last summer and, unfortunately, it looks like there will be widespread flooding this summer,” Kneuvean said. 

St. Joseph: “We are at present time filling sandbags,” St. Joseph public information officer Mary Robertson said last week. “We have met with our local levee districts to make sure they’re all on board.”

The city had 60,000 sandbags on hand as of Thursday. 

If the river reaches the high end of the predicted water levels, the city will evacuate one of the public works facilities, and officials plan to close the downtown Riverfront Park at about 27 feet. While most residential areas will remain unaffected, about 10 homes north of the city will be evacuated at about 24 feet, Robertson said. 

Officials in Buchanan County, where St. Joseph is located, met with residents in the southwest part of the county Thursday night and told them to start making plans to evacuate the area. Presiding County Commissioner Royal Turner said it could affect a couple of hundred people. 

“With this, unless we get a big event like a rainstorm up north, it will be a gradual rise,” Turner said. “There is ample time to look at it and take precautions.” 

Atchison, Kan.: Officials are starting to develop flood maps to alert people about the rising water. 

“There are a handful of businesses down low, but the rest of the city goes up into the river bluffs and is fairly well-protected,” said Trey Cocking, Atchison city manager. 

Leavenworth: The campground and the community center will encounter flooding, but because of the city’s layout, it is unlikely residents will be evacuated, said Paul Kramer, assistant to the city manager. 

“Even in ’93 we didn’t have any displaced residents,” he said. 

Wyandotte County: Officials continue to monitor the river and work with the Army Corps. 

Amy Phillips, Army Corps public affairs specialist, said the Corps did not expect any significant flooding on the Kansas River barring a significant increase in precipitation. 

Parkville: Officials anticipate English Landing Park will flood. 

“We’re taking precautionary measures to remove property out of the park — park benches, shelter houses, porta-potties,” said Major Ken Davis with the Parkville Police Department. 

As of last week, Davis said there were no plans to evacuate residents.

Riverside: The city is working with other agencies, including emergency management and the Corps, said Mike Shelton, deputy emergency management coordinator for Riverside.

“We’re trying to get a grasp on what impact it will have on the Platte County area when this release of water comes down to us,” he said. 

Kansas City area: Flooding is expected to be minor to moderate. 

“In Kansas City, it’s hard to hit the flood stage because of the dynamics of the river,” said Kneuvean. “The impact is usually less severe because the levee systems are much more robust.”

According to the National Weather Service, if flood levels reach the estimated high point of 39 feet, flood walls might be closed in the central industrial district. If closed, they will prevent the passage of trains and construction vehicles that normally travel on both sides of the levee, said Colleen Doctorian, Kansas City Water Service public information officer.

Missouri City, Mo.: Clay County officials ordered 25,000 sandbags and sand to prepare for the possibility of significant flooding and have plans to set up an emergency center in the city, according to a Clay County Sheriff’s Department news release. 

Sibley: Jackson Countyofficials are paying especially close attention to Sibley and Levasy, Mo., said Capt. Mike Montgomery with the Sheriff’s Department. The areas may be evacuated in the coming weeks.  

Jefferson City could see flooding from the MO River 

by Kermit Miller, ConnectMidMissouri.com
Posted: 06.03.2011 at 6:20 PM

A handful of gardeners braved the hot morning sun Friday to tend to vegetables in a community garden in the Missouri River bottom in north Jefferson City.

"The peas are right here. They need to be picked today,” Gardener Mike Raithel said. “We're not gonna worry about the water, because we can't do anything about it."

Right now, that threat is hundreds of miles away, but it could be here within a couple of weeks.

The Army Corps of Engineers is already dumping substantial runoff from reservoirs in the Dakotas.

They plan to spill 150,000 cubic feet of water per second from Gavin's Point Dam on the Nebraska-South Dakota border.

"We know that there are going to be flooding implications for the state of Missouri. We do not know what the extent of those are going to be," MO DNR Director Sara Parker Pauley said.

Anyone over the age of 25 will remember the flood of1993, when the river reached a record 39 feet at Jefferson City.

The Missouri River was nine feet above the top of the main channel levee. That community garden was once a thriving community of homes and businesses.

“At this time, our message to Missourians is very, very clear: be prepared.” Governor Nixon said.

Right now, the Corps of Engineers expects the river to crest at the capitol somewhere between 27 and 32 feet, assuming normal rainfall between here and Gavin's Point. That threatens to put water on the valley floor once again.

"I have talked to many of the tenants out here about this and most everybody's aware of what's going on. They've heard about it through the news media or through the internet,” Jefferson City Memorial Airport Manager Ron Craft said.

Craft said the airport, which suffered about nine feet of standing water in '93, is still a long way from any kind if evacuation order.

After the '93 flood many farm field levees were not replaced.

That suggests a much wider flood plain now, and less of a threat.

"There is additional capacity in the system now. But to suggest that we know how that capacity will mitigate for these unprecedented amounts of water, I just simply cannot make that determination,” Pauley said.

The state will provide continuous updates on the Missouri River as the Corps of Engineers releases more water upstream.

Here is a flood water link to check the flooding in MO, and check out the links below to track the river in a specific mid-Missouri city.

How bad do you think the flooding will get this year?  Do you think it will be worse than it was in 1993?  Comment below and vote in our online poll.  

Flooding on Missouri River won't cause Mississippi flooding here, corps and forecasters say


Sunday, June 5, 2011
By Erin Ragan ~ Southeast Missourian


The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers and the National Weather Service say while widespread flooding along the Missouri River and its tributaries in Montana, North Dakota and South Dakota will not likely cause another significant flood along the Mississippi River in Southeast Missouri and Southern Illinois, local water levels will remain high through the summer. 

More water coming could also push back work the corps needs to do in order to repair the breached Birds Point-New Madrid Floodway levee in Mississippi County. Memphis corps spokesman Jim Pogue said the flooding in the north could bring the water levels back up some. 

Mike Petersen, the St. Louis corps' spokesman, said the impact of more water in the St. Louis area and farther south will be felt around the end of June. 

"What we're looking at now is a significant amount of water coming down the Missouri while the water levels on the upper Mississippi, Illinois and Ohio rivers are coming down. There will be a much slower fall to water levels along the Mississippi than there has been already," Petersen said. 

Dave Purdy, a meteorologist at the National Weather Service office in Paducah, Ky., said with no rain in the forecast for the area in the next several days, river levels will fall slowly along Southeast Missouri, Southern Illinois and western Kentucky. 

Petersen said the models used in flood forecasts assume the same amount of precipitation will be received as in previous years, which are above the historical average, and take into account the tributaries of the Missouri River staying high. 

"We're not expecting another flood event like we saw earlier, but what we are expecting is to have more water than usual flowing down. Usually we have low water this time of year," Petersen said. 

In recent weeks, Mississippi County residents displaced from the floodway and unhappy with the corps' timeline for repairs to the Birds Point levee have been discussing making repairs themselves. 

Pogue said the corps strongly discourages any residents of the floodway from making efforts to repair the levee because of potential legal problems. 

"Whatever they would do, they would have to comply with the National Environmental Policy Act legal requirements just like we would," Pogue said. "There are restrictions based on the Rivers and Harbors Act that could address the levee usage, and in front of the levee, and who has the authority to do any of that kind of work." 

While more water could be on the way, the Mississippi River at New Madrid was forecast to fall below flood levels Friday night. 

The gauge at Cape Girardeau was at 37.2 feet Saturday and falling slowly. Flood stage is 32 feet. 

FEMA deadline for filing claims for unemployment assistance July 1

Sunday, June 5, 2011
Southeast Missourian

Six Missouri counties -- Bollinger, Dunklin, Pemiscot, Phelps, Reynolds and St. Francois -- have been added to the state's disaster declaration, according to the state's Department of Labor. The declaration allows individuals affected by the recent natural disasters to access the 26-week Disaster Unemployment Assistance program. Applicants from those counties must file a claim no later than July 1. Other counties that have already been declared as disaster areas include Butler, Mississippi, New Madrid, St. Louis, Taney and have until June 16 to file a claim. Cape Girardeau, Howell, Jasper, McDonald, Newton, Pulaski, Ripley, Scott, Stoddard and Stone have until June 22. Eligibility for assistance will be determined on a week-to-week basis and people can only receive benefits for as long as unemployment continues as a result of the disaster. No applications will be accepted after the deadlines, the department said, unless for a "good cause." 


Recovery dollars flow into region: Analysts expect Joplin to see millions of dollars in insurance payouts

11:00 PM, Jun. 4, 2011, News-Leader.com

Hundreds of millions of dollars -- perhaps billions -- in insurance checks will soon begin flowing into Joplin, likely sparking an economic boom for local businesses and surrounding towns.

The money will ripple through southwest Missouri as storm victims replace demolished cars, put new roofs on their homes or rebuild houses and businesses destroyed by the May 22 EF5 twister.

No one can ignore the depth of the human tragedy -- with at least 138 confirmed deaths as of Saturday.

But as Joplin rebuilds, insurance payouts will, at least, help erase some of the visible damage.

"Certainly there will be a demand-surge effect when it comes to ordering materials to rebuild Joplin," said Jose Miranda, insurance analyst with EQECAT, Inc., a national risk-modeling business that analyzes major disasters for the insurance industry.

"As Joplin rebuilds there will be a wider economic benefit as materials are leveraged from other nearby communities."

Loss: $1 billion-$3 billion

EQECAT looked at residential, commercial, industrial and automotive losses reported by city and state officials and insurance companies so far and estimated insurers will pay between $1 billion and $3 billion in claims related to the May 22 tornado.

It is, according to the National Weather Service, the deadliest tornado since modern recordkeeping began in 1950. It is also ranked eighth among the deadliest tornadoes in U.S. history. For comparison, the April 25-28 U.S. storms generated 330 tornadoes and an estimated $2 billion to $5 billion in damage, Miranda said.

Several unknowns remain. Miranda said it's difficult to calculate losses from uninsured property, or to gauge how many people might leave Joplin because of the storm.

"If it's like what we saw in New Orleans after Katrina, or in Greensburg (Kan.) after their F5 tornado, many people will pick up and leave," Miranda said.

'I don't think you'll see people leave'

Some aren't so sure that will happen.

"I think most people will rebuild in Joplin," said Jim Anderson, president of the Springfield Area Chamber of Commerce. "I don't think you'll see people leave Joplin as they did in Greensburg. Unlike Greensburg, Joplin has a lot of resources that weren't damaged by the tornado."

Anderson said the Springfield Chamber is working with Joplin's Chamber of Commerce to help the community rebuild.

"We stand ready to assist over the long haul," he said. "There's a lot of help right now in Joplin, but what about six months or a year from now?"

The Springfield Chamber has sent staff to Joplin to help coordinate the rebuild.

Anderson acknowledged that Springfield likely would benefit from the infusion of Joplin insurance money.

"But no way are we going down there to pirate businesses or people," he said.

Advertisers sensitive to loss

With up to 18,000 cars damaged or destroyed in the twister, car dealers are scrambling to have enough inventory on hand for people to buy.

"Our used car manager spent the last two days in Kansas buying vehicles," said Brian Shaw, new car sales manager at Roper Honda in Joplin.

"We were closed the day after the tornado, but within the first hours after we reopened people were coming in needing to replace their vehicles."

The impact is being felt in Springfield, too.

Tony Stubblefield, vice president and general manager of Reliable Automotive Inc., said several Joplin residents have already bought cars from his Springfield lots.

"With that many cars being destroyed, people have to go somewhere to replace them," he said. "It's very unfortunate but it is a business opportunity."

Both Shaw and Stubblefield said any business walks a fine line as it advertises to people recovering from a disaster.

"I've seen some dealers advertising in some kind of predatory ways," Shaw said. "We always try to do our advertising in a sensitive and tasteful way."

Stubblefield said he sent 6,000 bottles of water to Joplin with the Reliable company name on them, an advertising message subtly delivered.

"We've never advertised in Joplin because there's already a Toyota dealer there," Stubblefield said.

But he plans to do a newspaper and TV ad campaign in Joplin beginning this week that he hopes will convey a message that "won't offend anyone."

The "Reliable Road to Recovery" promises to donate $100 to Joplin's recovery effort for every Reliable car sold.

"Our goal is to donate $100,000," Stubblefield said.

'A lot of work for a lot of people'

Kenny Ross, co-owner and vice president of Morelock-Ross Builders Inc., in Springfield, said his company will establish a temporary office in Joplin and hire more people to handle the massive rebuilding effort.

"I think it's going to be a lot of work for a lot of people for a long time," Ross said.

Although there's no shortage of building materials now, Ross predicted that may become a problem.

"I don't see how there cannot be issues with plywood, roofing supplies and Sheetrock," he said. "I think we'll see material price increases -- there's already been some in recent months related to the price of gas and increases in steel."

Big box stores already are gearing up for Joplin's recovery.

Home Depot has opened a temporary store in the parking lot of the Joplin store that was destroyed by the tornado.

Extra products -- generators, tarps, cleaning supplies, building materials -- already have been shipped to Home Depot stores in Springfield, Rogersville, Ark., and Pittsburg, Kan..

"There's a lot of different ways the stores connect to each other in a disaster," said Home Depot spokesman Steve Holmes. "We keep our merchandise pretty nimble because our inventory needs will shift as the rebuilding goes through phases."

Holmes said there have been no problems so far delivering materials that Joplin customers need.

"It's a pretty big supply chain."

K.C. case on smoking ban revisited

11:00 PM, Jun. 2, 2011, News-Leader.com

It has to feel a little like deja vu for Kansas City attorney Jonathan Sternberg. Almost exactly three years ago, he was fighting a similar smoking ban in Kansas City.

Sternberg, who is representing a tavern opposed to Springfield's ban, anticipates making the same argument in Greene County that he made in Kansas City in 2008.

Sternberg contends the smoking ban approved by Springfield voters in April stands in conflict with state law.

That, he says, makes the city ban invalid.

"Our hope is to strike down this ordinance," he said.

But Sternberg was unsuccessful in the Kansas City case, when the argument was ultimately struck down by the Western District of Missouri's appeals court.

Springfield City Attorney Dan Wichmer was asked about the local case compared to the Kansas City one. He said: "To me it's identical."

He anticipates a similar conclusion -- that the courts will find that the Springfield ordinance can exist. But Wichmer said the issue will likely again go to the appeals court before the case is resolved.

"It's going to go up on appeal. It's not going to stop here," he said.

Sternberg acknowledged the Kansas City loss, but said the appeals court decided incorrectly. He hopes a Greene County judge will come to a different conclusion.

"This judge does not have to follow a wrong decision," he said.

Wichmer and Sternberg appeared in Greene County Judge Jason Brown's courtroom Thursday. A hearing was scheduled to discuss a request for an injunction ahead of the legal arguments in the case, but the parties opted to put the hearing off to give the city time to respond.

The two attorneys will again meet at 3 p.m. Wednesday.

Brown has asked the city to submit its response to Sternberg's suit by Wednesday, if not sooner. That response is expected to react to a thick stack of suggestions Sternberg filed with the suit.

If the city can have those responses ready by then, the two sides will argue whether a preliminary injunction should be put in place to at least temporarily stop the city's smoking ban.

If the city is not ready, Sternberg has asked that the judge grant the injunction. Wichmer said city council will have closed session after a Tuesday lunch meeting so he can brief them on the case and ask for direction.

Set to go into effect June 11, the ban would generally prohibit smoking inside any place where people work or where the public has access, as well as outdoors in playgrounds and other areas.

The lawsuit has two parts: a preliminary injunction that would keep the ban from going into effect and the larger suit, which claims the city's ban violates state law.

If a judge rules against the city in the larger suit, the smoking ban would be thrown out.

The suit cites Missouri law that allows taverns to make nonsmoking areas unavailable indoors as long as signage is posted outside the bar that says "Nonsmoking Areas are Unavailable."

Those signs appear on every door at Ruthie's Bar, the named plaintiff in the case.

Sternberg said Ruthie's is that plaintiff, but more entities support the suit; they haven't added their names formally.

"This is a result of a coalition of 40 or 50 or so," he said. He didn't name those involved, saying the suit only needed one plaintiff to move forward.

Jean Doublin, the owner of Ruthie's, said her patrons should be allowed to smoke if they so choose, and anyone who doesn't want to be in that environment can go somewhere else.

To read the appeals court decision in the Kansas City case, go to News-Leader.com. 

	Senate contest beset with early cases of political misspeaking


	By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter   

	Updated 10:50 pm Sat., 6.4.11

	The Missouri Republican Party was gleefully circulating a video Friday in which U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill (left), D-Mo., was telling constituents in Columbia, Mo. that Misouri has the lowest gas taxes in the country.

"There’s not another state in the union that has lower gas taxes than we do,'' McCaskill says in the video.

Actually, there are -- five states, to be exact, according the America Petroleum Institute. Alaska has the lowest gasoline taxes in the country, followed by Wyoming, New Jersey, South Carolina and Oklahoma.

Missouri has the sixth lowest gasoline tax, at 17 cents a gallon, according to the Federation of Tax Adminstration. Which still means that 44 states have higher gas taxes -- a fact that some Republicans might prefer not to highlight.

(McCaskill may have been thinking of Missouri's cigarette tax, which is indeed the nation's lowest.)

Meanwhile, one of her Republican rivals -- U.S. Rep. Todd Akin (right), R-Wildwood -- is grappling with potentially more embarrassing matters.

Aside from the Democratic questions about where he actually resides, Akin's camp appears to have promoted an online survey that at last look wasn't even running in his favor. Akin spokesman Steve Taylor sent out a flurry of emails Thursday night promoting Akin's standing in an unscientific online survey conducted by the Business Journal. Taylor then fired off a corrective missive, of the "never mind" variety, to explain that the survey was still underway.

As of Friday afternoon, all Taylor appeared to have done was fire up McCaskill's allies, who apparently had jumped into the survey and swung it into her favor.

(UPDATE: Taylor said Saturday that his news releases about the survey were aimed at highlighting something of political interest, and that he fully understood it wasn't a scientific poll.  Taylor said he was surprised by news coverage by various outlets tweaking his actions -- especially those making fun of his last release that told the reader to ignore the earlier ones. Taylor noted that his releases just went to the media, not to the public at large.

"I believe that my intentions in making the retraction was out of professional courtesy to those in the media that I share information with," Taylor said. "I make every attempt not to waste reporters time with incorrect information.") 

In any case, Akin also came under fire from his Republican rival, state Treasurer Sarah Steelman (right), whose spokesman further discredited the survey by noting that her name wasn't included as a choice.

The Steelman camp also is gigging Akin over an e-release he sent out earlier this week in which he attacked McCaskill for highlighting her stance in support of Medicare, and contended that she should be talking about Joplin instead.

Akin's attack seemed off-base since McCaskill had discussed Joplin -- and her support for federal aid -- in the same news conference where she defended Medicare. In any event, the Steelman spokesman contended that Akin was off-base to bring up Joplin at all in a campaign release.

The Steelman camp then went on to note its candidate's own differences with Akin on the Medicare issue -- another topic that some Republicans would prefer to avoid.

Dave Robertson, a political science professor at the University of Missouri-St. Louis, said today that early flaps over seemingly minor political missteps -- some of which fall flat -- aren't surprising in the current 24/7 news cycle.

With so many news outlets available to promote candidacies and gaffes, he said, "Members of both parties try to get early advantages, no matter how small."

Added Robertson with a chuckle: "No stone can be left unturned, or unthrown. Even small ones."




Akin claims victory in online poll -- before it's complete

BY JAKE WAGMAN • STLtoday.com | Posted: Friday, June 3, 2011 1:45 pm | 

ST. LOUIS • Republican Senate hopeful Todd Akin's attempt to regain some momentum after a choppy week doesn't look like it went according to plan.

The Post-Dispatch reported on Tuesday that Akin had continued to vote in Town and Country, three years after buying a home on the other side of the county, in Wildwood.

On Thursday evening, Akin's campaign sent out a news release trumpeting an online survey on the website of the St. Louis Business Journal.

The results of the web poll, as shared by Akin's camp, showed the five-term Congressman leading incumbent U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill 52 percent to 48 percent.

Online polls are notoriously unreliable — a caveat with the Business Journal poll warned the "survey is not a scientific sampling."

Nevermind that there doesn't appear to be anything preventing visitors from voting more than once.

The bigger concern with Akin's claim that the poll "signaled a desire  for change" is that the poll has not yet closed —it's still ongoing. 

That fact was revealed in a "retraction" sent by the Akin campaign at around 10:45 p.m. Thursday, hours after their original release.

Since then, a few hundred more votes have been added to the online poll. It now shows McCaskill leading Akin, 51 percent to 49.
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Rep. Luetkemeyer likens Missouri River flooding to 'mini-tsunami headed our way'


BY BILL LAMBRECHT • STLtoday.com | Posted: Friday, June 3, 2011 1:02 pm | 
A congressman says it's time to start worrying about Big Muddy flooding.

WASHINGTON • With 142 miles of Missouri River shoreline in his congressional district, it's no wonder Blaine Luetkemeyer is fretting that more water may be on its way to Missouri than ever before.

"To say that the threat we face is serious would be a gross understatement," Luetkemeyer, R-St. Elizabeth, wrote in a letter this morning to Gov. Jay Nixon.
Freakish rains in the basin's western reaches on top of a big snowmelt are triggering dam releases of unseen proportions, walls of water that will test the integrity of dams and the capacity of people to endure.

At Gavins Point Dam in South Dakota, the nearest mainstem dam to Missouri, the Army Corps of Engineers will ramp up releases to 100,000 cfs (cubic feet per second) on Saturday and to 140,000 cfs by the middle of next week. And it will stay that way until mid-July or later.

As recently as May 1, the corps was planning a peak release of 60,000 cfs from Gavins Point.  The story was similar at Big Muddy's other five mainstem dams.

Col. Robert Ruch, commander of the corps' Omaha District, said that only once in more than a century has this much water entered Missouri River.

"This is a historic event based on historic inflows into the Missouri River system," Rook told congressional staff, state and local officials, Indian tribal representatives and reporters on Thursday evening.

At that briefing, Dru Buntin, the Missouri Department of Natural Resources deputy director, requested that the corps provide inundation maps to show where flooding could occur.

The impact on the St. Louis region this summer will depend on several factors, among them the amount of rainfall in Missouri and points west.

But Luetkemeyer is among those worried.

In his letter to Nixon, Luetkemeyer observed that the devastation left behind by the Joplin tornado and other storms of late has left Missouri in "a particularly precarious position" for what lay ahead.

Luetkemeyer offered the assistance of Congress.

In an interview this afternoon in Washington, Luetkemeyer said it is critical for people in proximity to the river to prepare and for government agencies to coordinate.

In western South Dakota, a former governor and local residents scrambling to protect themselves are criticizing the corps for not releasing water sooner.

Luetkemeyer said he has spoken with high-ranking corps officials and doesn't fault their efforts in the lower Missouri.

But he added: "Our rivers are full, our reservoirs are full. This is a prescription for disaster, a very serious situation." 

	'Slow-motion tsunami' headed down the Missouri River


	By Robert Koenig, Beacon Washington correspondent   

	Posted 12:54 pm Fri., 6.3.11

Some call it a slow Big Muddy tsunami. Others speak of "historic levels" of water releases from the river's giant reservoirs. And a few fear a "man-made natural disaster" if heavy rains add sudden strength to those historic discharges.

Whatever the surge of muddy floodwater that the Missouri River eventually ends up delivering into the Mississippi River at St. Louis, the next few weeks promise to bring plenty of drama -- and hopes for dry weather.

The Lower Missouri crests, anticipated later this month, will result from record snowfalls in the Rocky Mountains and rain in the upper Great Plains -- both of which are part of the 2,341-mile-long Missouri River's massive watershed, which drains 530,000 square miles.

As the snow melts into tributaries that drain into the Big Muddy, the Army Corps of Engineers is usually able to retain much of that water in a series of six giant reservoirs in the Upper Missouri and release the water in a way that prevents major ups and downs.

But as those reservoirs are filled nearly to capacity, the Missouri River Basin Water Management Division announced that it would be forced to release water at near-record levels starting this week and perhaps peaking in mid-June.

Because water takes about a week to get from the southernmost reservoir to the St. Louis region, the expected high water would not hit this area until late June -- and the potential for flooding, according to the National Weather Service, will depend partly on how much rain falls in the meantime and how high the swollen Mississippi is when its sister river delivers its surge of water from the Northwest.

"It truly may be a tsunami that comes rolling through the Missouri river valley," warned U.S. Rep. Blaine Luetkemeyer, R-St. Elizabeth, whose district includes much of the Big Muddy's floodplain in central and eastern Missouri.

While such a river surge would be much slower and more predictable than post-earthquake ocean waves, Luetkemeyer told the Beacon on Thursday that he had called the commander of the Corps' Northwestern Division, Brig. Gen. John McMahon, to discuss what might be done to mute the impact in Missouri.

Corps officials say they are doing everything possible to regulate the river discharges, but the reservoir spigots had to be opened  this week to prevent severe damage to the dams. Jody Farhat, who runs the Missouri River Basin's water management division, said Thursday that the reservoirs are expected to release a record 150,000 cubic feet a second (cfs) from five of its reservoirs by mid-June. The average release in June usually ranges from 70,000 to 90,000 cfs.

"It's a historic event based on historic inflows to the Missouri River system," said Col. Robert Ruch, who commands the Corps' Omaha district. He said the May inflow was the second-highest total recorded since 1898, exceeded only in 1952. Across the basin, Ruch said the Corps already has supplied 12 million sandbags and a dozen large pumps to help minimize flood damage in cities such as Pierre, S.D., and Sioux City, Iowa.

Col. Anthony J. Hofmann, who heads the Corps' Kansas City district, told government officials late Thursday that "preparation continues for a flood event on the Lower Missouri," with discussions with state and local officials, as well as amassing more than 2 million sandbags and other supplies to help with the anticipated flooding.

Heavy rain in June would worsen flooding

While it is difficult to predict the exact outcome of the reservoir discharges on the Missouri as it nears St. Louis, all sides agree that heavy rains would complicate the situation.

"The Corps has a plan worked out to try to keep the flooding to a minimum, but if we get heavy rain, all bets are off," Luetkemeyer said.

His concerns are shared by state officials. On Thursday, Missouri Gov. Jay Nixon, a Democrat, warned at a press conference in St. Joseph -- where the river may crest as high as 15 feet above flood stage -- that "Missourians will be facing imminent flooding along the Missouri River and additional rainfall and snowmelt in the watershed will only worsen the situation."

St. Joseph's representative in Congress, Rep. Sam Graves, R-Tarkio, who represents much of northwest Missouri, said this week that "the volume [of water] set to come downstream right now will amount to a man-made natural disaster. I want to find out if there is any extra capacity that can be used upstream."

Graves said he wants the Corps to take a second look at all their options. "The answer is not simply to release more water and create larger floods downstream," he said in a statement. "The impact on farmers and landowners all along the Missouri is going to be tremendous if they carry out this plan."

National Weather Service hydrologists in the St. Louis area said this week that it is a bit too early to predict the level of water in the Missouri River as it nears the Mississippi confluence. In general, they say, a dry June would limit floodwaters, but heavy rains could produce moderate to severe flooding. The discharges from the reservoirs upstream are likely to raise Missouri levels by 3 to 4 feet this summer, officials said, with higher crests possible if there is heavy rain.

The Missouri River Basin page of the National Weather Service's River Forecast Center shows the current and predicted river stage levels all along the river until it merges into the Mississippi River above St. Louis.

The struggle over managing Missouri River levels has been going on for decades, even before the big upstream dams and reservoirs were built a half century ago. The Corps, with varying instructions from Congress, has sought to respond to often conflicting demands of ecology, recreation, commerce and flood control on the river.

The Corps was sharply criticized for the way it managed those reservoir releases during the Flood of 1993 -- when high water on both the Missouri and the Upper Mississippi rivers converged with devastating consequences in the St. Louis region. Since then, levees along the Missouri River in the region have been strengthened, meaning that it would take a massive flood to overtop them.

"They are looking at possible Missouri River flood levels approaching the 1995 and 1993 floods -- depending partly on how many levees up north are holding," Luetkemeyer told the Beacon. Depending on how many levees are topped along the Upper Missouri, he said, "we could get to levels in the Lower Missouri that we've seen only a few times in our history. Hopefully, that won't happen."

One cautionary approach that may be taken by the Corps and Ameren -- which operates big hydroelectric dams on Big Muddy tributaries in central Missouri -- is to lower levels in some of those reservoirs now so that they could hold back more water later.

"Right now, for instance, they are allowing as much water as they can out of the Bagnell Dam and the Truman Dam," which control water levels at the Lake of the Ozarks and the Truman Reservoir, Luetkemeyer said. The goals are "to draw them down now as much as they can, so that the water from the Osage River in central Missouri does not add to the problem from there to St. Louis."

Such downstream tactics may be needed later this month because the Corps has only limited options on its near-capacity reservoirs upstream. Those reservoir releases will continue for many weeks, Corps officials say, as the snow melt is just beginning in the Rockies.

"All this planning could be blown apart if we get another stretch of heavy rain here in Missouri" and in nearby states. "In the last several years, June has been the wettest month of the summer," Luetkemeyer said.

"We're contacting all of the county and city officials along the river in my district and of course state officials are also working on the problem. We need to get the word out so people along the river can prepare for what's going to happen." 

State Readies for Slow Disaster

June 4, 2011 — Missouri News Horizon

The Joplin tornado struck in the blink of an eye. The state’s next natural disaster could take at least a couple of weeks.

The State Emergency Management Agency’s operations manager John Campbell says communities all up and down the Missouri River are getting ready for floods.

“We’ve got a number of counties that are making preparations, requesting sandbags, and additional people, and I know a lot of folks are leaning forward to do the best they can to be prepared,” said Campbell.

It could be up to two weeks before the extent of flooding will be known. And he says any rain between now and the opening of the flood gates on the upper Missouri on June 14 will effect how bad the flooding will be.

“If it falls at the wrong time in the wrong place, then it aggravates a flooding situation, taking it from what might be a minor flood, into a disastrous flood,” he said.

Water from record snow melt run-off and heavy spring rains in the upper Missouri River basin have the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers predicting some of the highest river levels ever along the lower river basin for Nebraska and Iowa, through Kansas and Missouri. The levels are expected to come up quickly once floodgates at the Gavins Point Dam in South Dakota are fully opened on June 14, causing water to rush into the lower Missouri River basin at a rate of 150,000 cubic feet per second.

And this will be no flash flood. The Corps of Engineers in a news release said it expects that flow to continue for several months, and for river levels to remain higher than normal even into next winter.

The corps and the National Weather Service have not been able to accurately predict flood levels due to the uncertainty of rain over the lower basin. On Wednesday, the corps released a flood forecast chart for the entire lower Missouri basin with best and worst case scenarios. The worst case scenarios include average rain totals from the last four summers, which have been higher than normal. The chart includes a river crest ranges from three to as much as seven or eight feet.

For instance, the river level at Jefferson City may top out at 27 feet, which would cause some flooding in low lying areas but would not top the city’s main levee. But under a rainy scenario, the river could top out at 35 feet, more than five feet above the levee top and damage could be severe and wide spread.

“We’re just trying to put out the word to emergency management people what to be prepared for,” said corps spokesperson Diana McCoy.

Campbell said requests for sand bags, pumps and manpower are already coming in to his office in Jefferson City. Last year, despite dire predictions, flood waters only reached as far as Glasgow on the Missouri. This time, Campbell said it looks like towns further down river will be in for flooding of some kind.

He just doesn’t know when and how much.

Missouri River closed to recreational boating 

Jun 3, 8:48 PM EDT
KANSAS CITY, Mo. (AP) -- The Coast Guard has closed the rising Missouri River to recreational boating from the St. Louis area to Sioux City, Iowa.

In a statement Friday night, the Coast Guard said the closure is in effect from mile marker zero - where the Missouri meets the Mississippi - to mile marker 734, at the confluence with the Big Sioux River in Iowa.

The Coast Guard says commercial vessels on the Missouri have ceased operations voluntarily. Coast Guard Capt. Steve Hudson says the decision to close the river to recreational vessels was made to ensure the safety of the boating public.

The closing will remain in effect until water levels decrease. That's not expected to happen soon, as the Army Corps of Engineers continues increasing the amount of water being released from swollen reservoirs upstream.  

Jun 3, 11:03 PM EDT

In South Dakota, some blame Corps for flood threat 

By CHET BROKAW 
Associated Press

[image: image16.png]


FORT PIERRE, S.D. (AP) -- Sitting atop a 6-foot wall of white sandbags hastily stacked to protect his home from the rising Missouri River, 82-year-old Helmet Reuer doesn't buy the official explanation that heavy rains caused a sudden flood threat.

Along with his neighbors in an upscale section of Fort Pierre, Reuer thinks the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers blew it, waiting until too late to begin releasing water through the Missouri's six dams to give itself a cushion against potential flooding.

"It's human error," Reuer said as rising water neared his trim gray house.

Corps officials insist otherwise. They say they were in good shape to handle spring rain and melt from a massive Rocky Mountain snowpack until unexpectedly heavy rains of 8 inches or more fell last month in eastern Montana and Wyoming and western North Dakota and South Dakota.

"This is just a massive rain that fell in the exact wrong place at the exact wrong time," said Eric Stasch, operations manager at Oahe Dam, the huge structure that controls the Missouri's flow just above Fort Pierre and nearby Pierre, South Dakota's capital.

Crews have worked urgently all week to build up levee protections for the two cities, and say they expect to have 2 feet to spare. But Gov. Dennis Daugaard advised people in neighborhoods nearest the river to leave voluntarily in case levees don't hold, and hundreds have done so after a hectic week of moving possessions and adding sandbags around their houses.

They face weeks out of their homes until the river begins cresting in mid-June, with high water expected to linger for up to two months. The small town of Dakota Dunes, S.D., in the southeastern tip of the state, has also erected levees, as has Bismarck, N.D., though the situation is less serious there.

"I think they screwed up royally," former Gov. Mike Rounds said of the Corps, as he moved some possessions from the riverbank house he and his wife built and moved into after he left office in January. "I think they forgot their No. 1 mission, and that's flood protection."

People here were prepared for some higher flows, but many were startled when the Corps announced May 26 it needed to release water much faster than expected from the dams in Montana and the Dakotas.

Jody Farhat, chief of Missouri River Basin water management in the corps' Omaha District, said the agency made no mistakes and has managed releases in accordance with its manual. She said conditions on May 1 indicated peak releases at only a third of what they're now projected, and the reservoir system had full capacity to deal with flood control at the start of the runoff season. All that changed with the record rainfall in the upper basin and additional snow in the mountains, she said.

Farhat said heavy runoff from last year was released before the start of this year's runoff season, and discharges this spring were above normal even before the heavy rainfall upstream.

Corps officials declined a request for a one-one-one interview and provided some information by email, but in a teleconference Thursday, Farhat said the reservoirs had reached the desired levels before snowmelt was to begin.

"And what happened was we had this incredible rainfall event," Farhat said. "That was a rainfall event in May, and that was the game-changer in terms of system operations."

People who live in the flood-threatened areas say this wasn't supposed to happen.

The Missouri River dams were built to control periodic spring flooding and provide hydropower, irrigation and other benefits after Congress passed the Flood Control Act of 1944. Fort Peck Dam, in northeastern Montana, was already operating in 1940 and Oahe, a massive reservoir that runs from North Dakota to the dam near Pierre in central South Dakota, was completed in 1962. Big Bend, about 60 miles downstream from Oahe, was the last dam finished, in 1964.

This is not the first fight over Missouri River water management, but the dispute has more often been about too little water. A series of lawsuits was filed during a prolonged drought that started about a decade ago. Upstream states wanted more water left in the reservoirs to support a growing sport fishing industry, while states downstream wanted more water to support barge traffic on the free-flowing stretch from Sioux City, Iowa, to St. Louis.

The U.S. Supreme Court declined to consider the legal fight in 2006, leaving intact a federal appeals court ruling that said navigation trumps upstream recreation and other interests when the Corps of Engineers manages the river.

In Montana, officials in downstream communities said some people faulted the Corps for not releasing water earlier from Fort Peck Dam, the first in the series of water-control structures on the river.

But Roosevelt County Commissioner Gary MacDonald said he was reluctant to blame the federal agency.

"That's the sentiment here of why did they wait," MacDonald said. "There's no better person for the average John Doe to blame out there than the Corps. They're taking the brunt of it because they're controlling the flow."

Back in South Dakota, Daugaard also declined to criticize the Corps, saying he had seen "no evidence that they're working other than in good faith" to deal with the situation.

At Oahe Dam, the quickening pace of the water releases through rarely used gates - more than 100,000 cubic feet per second and building - makes for a foaming, thundering spray that brought spectators by the carload before it was closed for safety reasons. But many here have no time to appreciate the river's power.

"I'm tired and I'm sick," Mike Richardson said as he loaded household items into a trailer to move them from his Fort Pierre house to higher ground. "I'm better off than a lot of people, I know, but I still can't help but feel sorry for myself. ... Somebody really dropped the ball on this deal."

Nixon seeks 100 percent federal help for tornadoes and floods

By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter   

Posted 12:40 pm Fri., 6.3.11

Missouri Gov. Jay Nixon today filed a formal request that the federal government "cover 100 percent of the costs associated with public assistance in the wake of storms and floods that have hit Missouri since April 19." 

The appeal would cover the tornadoes that hit Lambert St. Louis International Airport and north St. Louis County, and the flooding in southeast Missouri, as well as the deadly cell that killed more than 130 people a couple weeks ago in Joplin.

"At a minimum," Nixon's office said in a statement, the governor "requested that the federal government adjust its typical cost-share arrangement for public assistance to allow for a 90 percent federal match, with a 10 percent match from the state and local governments."

Such aid would be above the typical assistance, in which the Federal Emergency Management Agency covers 75 percent of the uninsured recovery and repair costs after such disasters.

Earlier this week, FEMA agreed to cover 90 percent of the costs of removing debris in Joplin.

In his request to Secretary of Homeland Security Janet Napolitano, Nixon cited "the historic devastation caused by tornadoes, high winds, hail and flooding across Missouri in recent weeks, especially in the city of Joplin and in southeastern Missouri, where thousands of acres were flooded after the intentional breach of the Birds Point levee."

"He noted that federal, state and local agencies continue to work with volunteer and non-profit groups on critical response and recovery efforts, and that the full extent of the uninsured damage to public buildings and infrastructure is unknown," Nixon's staff said.

Nixon's request has the bipartisan backing of much of Missouri's congressional delegation, including both senators -- Republican Roy Blunt and Democrat Claire McCaskill. Blunt noted that he sent a letter last week to President Barack Obama seeking the 100 percent assistance.

Such requests come at a time when the federal government has come under fire from Republicans who want severe budget cuts; U.S. House Majority Leader Eric Cantor recently said that disaster spending needed to be coupled with budget cuts elsewhere to pay for it.

Missouri also is grappling with finding the money to cover at least its share of the disaster-relief costs. State Budget Director Linda Luebbering said earlier this week that $50 million has been set aside in the budget for the new fiscal year that begins July 1.
Nixon asks feds to pick up total cost of disaster cleanup

BY JASON HANCOCK • STLtoday.com | Posted: Friday, June 3, 2011 10:59 am |

Gov. Jay Nixon on Friday called on the federal government to cover 100 percent of the uninsured cleanup costs following a series of storms and floods that have ravaged Missouri in recent months.

In lieu of that, Nixon said the federal government should pick up 90 percent of those costs, leaving the rest to state and local governments.

“We still don’t know the total extent of the damage tornadoes, floods and other disasters have caused, but we are committed to recovering and rebuilding from these storms," Nixon said in a statement Friday. "I appreciate the continued support of our federal partners in these efforts, and this adjusted cost-share would make a real difference for our state."

The Federal Emergency Management Agency typically covers 75 percent of the uninsured costs associated with recovery and repair for public buildings and infrastructure. Non-federal agencies, including the state and local governments, must then provide a 25 percent match.

Last week, U.S. Sen. Roy Blunt, R-Mo., called on FEMA to reimburse qualified expenditures at 100 percent in Joplin, saying similar action was taken in the Gulf Coast region following the devastation of Hurricane Katrina.

“The traditional 75-25 percent cost-sharing would be totally inappropriate in this circumstance,” Blunt said.

FEMA has since committed to cover 90 percent of the costs for expedited debris removal in Joplin. Nixon's request asks for the change to extend to each area that is encompassed by the disaster declaration issued by President Barack Obama last month. That would include tornado damage in the St. Louis area, including at Lambert-St. Louis International Airport; the flooding in southern Missouri; the intentional breach of the Birds Point-New Madrid levee; and tornado damage in Joplin.

Don't rely solely on tornado sirens

11:00 PM, Jun. 3, 2011, News-Leader.com

Tornado sirens that wail and send people running for cover in basements and interior rooms may also malfunction or sometimes cannot be heard above pounding rain, leaving people who rely solely on them with little time to prepare as storms build.

Many survivors in Joplin described hearing the sirens despite roaring winds, though others say they could not hear the warning immediately before the storm barreled through the city or were not able to react soon enough to take cover. That's why emergency management officials and meteorologists say people should not rely solely on tornado sirens in bad storms, but rather should use several methods to get warnings, such as weather radios or staying tuned to local broadcast stations.

Missouri officials on Thursday increased the death toll from the Joplin tornado to 138 people after four more people were confirmed to have died in hospitals from injuries sustained during the storm. The tornado cut a path of destruction for several miles in Joplin, damaging or destroying more than 8,000 homes and apartments and more than 500 commercial properties.

In Joplin, Bill Lant was getting ready to order supper for his family at an IHOP when the tornado struck May 22. He took shelter in the restaurant's kitchen only after another person spotted debris spinning in the clouds. Lant, a first-year state lawmaker, said he did not hear sirens immediately before the tornado hit the restaurant.

"They had blown a siren probably 30 minutes prior to the tornado," Lant said. But because the skies merely looked overcast and some time had passed since the siren sounded, "we thought, well someone pushed the wrong button, there's nothing here to warrant an evacuation."

Shortly thereafter, he was trying to hold shut the restaurant's swinging kitchen door and crouching under a steel table as debris fell around him.

Another Joplin survivor said he heard an initial warning siren but did not see anything. By the time he heard the sirens again and tried to get someplace safer, the tornado already had gone over him. Residents had about 17 minutes warning before the storm struck, but Gov. Jay Nixon said "there was so much rain, so much wind around it, it was -- I think -- very difficult to hear even the sirens."

During a tornado outbreak that killed more than 300 people in the South earlier this year, many -- but not all -- of the residents reported hearing warning sirens.

One woman told The Birmingham News that she never heard the tornado sirens and realized she was in the storm only when her pit bull and German shepherd flew by the window. A man in northeastern Alabama mistook a high-pitched whining as the warning sirens before looking outside and realizing it was the storm itself and bolted with his family into a closet.

Officials at Lambert-St. Louis International Airport said there was not enough time to make a public address warning before evacuating the operations tower ahead of a twister that hit the airport on Good Friday, blowing out glass, ripping a hole into the ceiling of a terminal and causing several minor injuries.

Meteorologists and emergency management officials often tout the use of weather radios. Jim Kramper, warning coordination meteorologist for the National Weather Service in St. Louis, said the weather radios can alert people to severe weather even while they are sleeping. He said some higher-end radios can be programmed to signal alarms for certain types of weather warnings.

In some places, residents also can sign up with local officials to receive a call with weather warnings. And a new system will allow authorities to send national messages from the president, information in life-threatening situations and alerts about missing children to people within range of one or more cellphone towers selected by officials. That system was to launch by the end of the year in New York City and Washington D.C.

Kramper said tornado sirens should be only a part of the warning systems people use.

"It's an outdoor system. They can't depend on it to warn them when they're inside," he said. "If they hear it inside, it's a luxury."

Outdoor sirens also cover limited territory and require power, which can be a problem if storms knock out electrical grids and the sirens do not have a backup source such as batteries.

Joplin lost two of its 29 storm sirens from the deadly tornado, which also took out a siren in the nearby town of Duquesne. Officials have ordered three replacement sirens and planned to have them installed this week.

Corps to open floodway information center in New Madrid on Wednesday

Sunday, June 5, 2011
Southeast Missourian

NEW MADRID, Mo. -- The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers has announced it will open a Birds Point-New Madrid Floodway information center at 705-B U.S. 61 in New Madrid, Mo. on Wednesday. The office will be open Tuesday through Friday from 8 a.m. to 4 p.m. The purpose of the center, the corps said, will be to provide residents with information related to claims for damage, assist them in completing applications and to accept claims forms for processing. The center's personnel will also be available to provide updates on the status of the corps' flood-risk reduction system damage assessment and other related information. The center can be reached at (573) 748-7975. 

Pertinent address: 

705 Highway 61, New Madrid, MO 

  


PR firm to make documentary about floodway

Sunday, June 5, 2011
By Scott Welton ~ Standard Democrat

CHARLESTON, Mo. -- A St. Louis firm is putting together a documentary to tell the story of the devastation caused by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers' activation of the Birds Point-New Madrid Floodway. 

Osborn and Barr, an agricultural marketing and public relations firm in St. Louis, is "disappointed with how this whole thing unfolded," according to Neil Caskey, director of advocacy and rural affairs for the firm. 

Documentary makers from the firm met with Mississippi County officials during the regular county commission meeting Thursday to get information about the county government's perspective on the floodway activation. 

Commissioners have estimated for the Federal Emergency Management Agency that the cost to restore the county's infrastructure in the spillway -- roads, ditches and bridges -- could be nearly $75 million. 

To put that cost into perspective, county officials noted the county's annual budget for maintaining its infrastructure is roughly $1 million. 

FEMA's regular assistance grants require local matching funds of 15-25 percent, Presiding Commissioner Carlin Bennett said. 

"We would struggle right now to pay 1 percent of the $75 million," he said. 

County Clerk Junior DeLay noted FEMA's Public Assistance Grant Program reimburses the county for approved disaster recovery costs. 

With a total annual budget of about $5 million per year, including restricted funds, "the county doesn't have the funds to make all these repairs and then get the reimbursements," DeLay said. 

Commissioner Robert Jackson said there are "miniature grand canyons" cutting across access roads in the spillway and the county is unable to restore them. 

"We do not have the resources; we do not have the equipment," he said. 

County officials said the most devastating damage from the recent flooding was not a natural disaster but from the three breaches in the frontline levee made by the Corps. 

"This is not an act of nature, this is an act of man," said Commissioner Steve Jones. 

Jones said that the county and its residents are now facing "red tape" and federal restrictions that should be waived. 

"The government caused this problem," he said. "It was caused by the corps and should be taken care of by the government." 

Bennett said that unlike other disasters in the state that could clearly be seen in video footage, the levee was breached "under the cover of darkness." 

"A large portion of our disaster is still under water," he added. 

Bennett said officials are bracing themselves for the "domino effect" the hit to agriculture will have on the entire county. "This community is based on farming," he said. 

Commissioners said the county is made up of hard workers who just want to move forward now, however. 

"The main interest is getting this levee closed up," Jones said. The "quickest help" would be to rebuild the levee "and never operate the floodway again," he said. 

"Let it be what it was supposed to be: a spillway, not a disaster area," Jackson said. 

Bennett said it was the "current and velocity" that caused all the damage to what he believes is the "best farmland in the country -- maybe the world. Now it's ruined, it's gone." 

And with the levee still breached, any rise in the river means farmers lose yet another crop and with it a chance to recover. 

"Give us the tools to let us help ourselves," Jackson said. "Let us get back to farming." 

Caskey said several of the people working on the documentary project grew up in Southeast Missouri and are amazed at the amount of misinformation being put out by media sources about the activation of the floodway. 

"There are folk that need to know the whole story," he said. 

The documentary team has been interviewing farmers, businesses owners and government officials and gathering film footage they hope will "tell their story," Caskey said. 

The documentary is intended "for a Congressional audience," he said, but will also be distributed through regional media sources. 

Caskey said they hope to have the documentary ready to present at the Delta Center's next Field Day in Portageville. 

Pertinent address: 

Charleston, MO 

McCaskill Launches Survey for VA Hospital 

Maria Carter (2011-06-03) 


Sen. McCaskill speaks at "Health Care Listening Forum" in Kansas City, Missouri 

KANSAS CITY, MO. (kcur) - US Senator Claire McCaskill wants to gather more feedback about veterans think about the VA hospital in Kansas City. The Missouri Democrat stopped at the World War One Museum in Kansas City this morning. 

Sanitation issues at a VA hospital in St. Louis prompted the first survey there. McCaskill said she'd like to see it expanded.

"I'm hoping what we've done here turns out be a pilot project that is replicated across the country, allowing a form of secret shoppers in the form of veterans evaluating their care and services directly with an outlet so the public can know how well they are being treated," said McCaskill.

Veterans complained about long wait times and unclean restroom in the first three month long survey in St. Louis, but still almost 60 percent would recommend that hospital. The survey is available on McCaskill's website or from local veterans groups. 
USDA offers to drop fine against rabbit seller: Nixa man must get rid of animals, can never receive license

11:00 PM, Jun. 3, 2011, News-Leader.com

In a case that drew the interest of a U.S. senator, a federal agency that had threatened tens of thousands in fines against a Nixa man for selling rabbits and guinea pigs seems to be backing down.

The U.S. Department of Agriculture wanted John Dollarhite to pay a $90,643 penalty based on accusations that he sold the animals without a license but is now offering to waive the financial penalty.

In exchange, Dollarhite must agree to permanently disqualify himself from getting a license. The USDA, which issues the licenses, told Dollarhite that he also must sell, donate or transfer ownership of the breeding animals and spay or neuter any animals he intends to keep.

In addition, Dollarhite must set up an inspection to verify he no longer has the animals and furnish any records requested to verify transferring the animals. Dollarhite has said he no longer owns the rabbits.

Dollarhite's wife, Judy, has said the couple would like to schedule an inspection as soon as possible but that they don't have any records for the animals.

"We traded them on Craigslist," she said.

The USDA made the revised offer after the intervention of U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill, who had said the original proposed penalty "defies common sense." She had vowed to appeal, if needed, all the way up to Agriculture Secretary Tom Vilsack.

The USDA had given Dollarhite until May 23 to pay the penalty or face possible litigation. Civil penalties of up to $10,000 per violation could have exceeded the penalty he was already facing.

Dollarhite had contacted area lawmakers for help.

The original proposed settlement said Dollarhite sold 619 animals from April 3, 2008, to Dec. 21, 2009, despite being told several times that he needed a license. Dollarhite's business, now closed, was called Dollarvalue Rabbitry.

Dollarhite has said he didn't know he needed to be licensed and that the penalty is not appropriate. He said the business made about $200 in profit from April 2008 to December 2009 from selling rabbits for $10 or $12 apiece.

The USDA learned about Dollarhite after an inspector looking at a licensed facility found that some of the facility's animals came from Dollarhite.

Tug of war continues in battle over Senate lines

11:00 PM, Jun. 2, 2011, News-Leader.com

Party lines aren't the only ideological groupings in the state General Assembly. Regions, too, band together, and the more legislators from a region, the better their chances of getting legislation passed.

That dynamic is apparent in a battle over drawing new boundary lines for state Senate seats and the political clout that comes with them.

Census numbers show that southwest Missouri should see about half of a Senate seat move into the area from the St. Louis region, which lost population. But St. Louis senators are fighting against that shift, saying their region deserves the same amount of representation as before.

Sen. Maria Chappelle-Nadal, D-St. Louis City, acknowledged the state's population is moving southwest, and that will eventually mean a new senator in the region.

But "is now the right time? I would say no," she said.

Southwest Missourians say it is the right time.

"We earned that representation," said Greene County Presiding Commissioner Jim Viebrock, a former state representative who said legislators from this area have struggled to increase the region's political power.

The maps

Now, five senators out of the 34-member Senate hail from southwest Missouri. But one of the senators represents a district that runs north almost to Interstate 70. So in terms of political power, the region has more like four-and-a-half senators.

According to the 2010 Census, each of those five districts gained population, while several St. Louis seats lost population, necessitating a redrawing of district lines to keep them in line with population guidelines.

Springfield Democrat Doug Harpool chairs the commission tasked with redrawing the lines. He expects all but one southwest Missouri district to shrink geographically. That would mean that there could be five senators whose districts are wholly contained in southwest Missouri.

The commission has some leeway -- districts can deviate from one another about 10 percent in population. St. Louis senators have proposed that the commission draw St. Louis districts with less people, which would allow more Senate seats in the St. Louis area. Southwest Missouri districts then would be drawn with more people, and there would be fewer Senate districts in this area.

But Harpool said the St. Louis region does not have the population to support what the senators are asking for.

"There's no way that we can provide eight full districts in the St. Louis region and comply with the legal requirements," he said.

Harpool, the commission's Republican vice chairman and other interested parties are supposed to submit a final version of their map proposals by today.

St. Louis

Though St. Louis lost population, senators from both sides of the aisle there say it deserves about the same amount of representation as before.

Chappelle-Nadal said the clout in the St. Louis area should match its importance to the state. She called that area "the economic engine of the state" and said that should be a factor in the commission's decision.

Sen. Joe Keaveny, also a Democrat from St. Louis City, said the area's diversity means it needs more senators to adequately represent that diversity.

Keaveny acknowledged that southwest Missouri has gained enough population to warrant more Senate representation.

But "is that as diverse a population as I experience in my district? Isn't that population more homogenous so that they could be represented by the same senator?"

He said rural areas such as those around Springfield are adequately represented now. He pointed to last November's Proposition B ballot initiative that restricted dog breeders.

Missouri voters, primarily in urban areas, approved the initiative. But legislators, led by those in rural areas, made significant changes to that law despite opposition from urban legislators.

"If anybody can show me a metric that says those people (in rural areas) are not represented, I'd be more than happy to listen to them," he said.

Southwest Missouri

People in southwest Missouri said St. Louis senators are being unfair to this area.

"You can come up with a lot of different excuses ... but to me the law says that where the population went is where the representation should go," said Sen. Jay Wasson, R-Nixa, whose district grew by almost a third.

For a senator such as Wasson with such a large district, it is more difficult to provide constituent services because he is responsible for more people. And that is detrimental to those constituents.

And as Christian County grows, differences in population between Senate seats would likely become even greater.

Springfield Area Chamber of Commerce President Jim Anderson said that while St. Louis is No. 1 in the state in terms of population, that doesn't make the region the state's economic engine.

"When you look at growth, I think we are Missouri's economic engine," he said.

He pointed to a 2005 report from the state Department of Economic Development that said, "The economy of the Springfield Region is in many respects the engine driving the state's economic growth."

Anderson said each Missourian should have equal representation, and southwest Missouri deserves its expanding power in state politics.

"It strengthens our voice when we have appropriate -- and that's the word I'd use, appropriate -- representation," he said.

Special session likely to be needed


By Jeff Fox - jeff.fox@examiner.net 

The Examiner 

Posted Jun 04, 2011 @ 01:27 AM

Eastern Jackson County, MO — 

A state senator from Eastern Jackson County said Friday that a special session of the Missouri General Assembly appears likely.

Gov. Jay Nixon has expressed reservations about calling a special session, but legislators have pointed to several issues left unresolved when they adjourned last month. Those issues include economic development, an essentially bankrupt fund for injured workers, and a state budget that relies on a burst of funds from a tax amnesty program – but legislators never passed that program.

Now, state Sen. Sen. Will Kraus, R-Lee’s Summit, said the massive costs of dealing with the Joplin tornado two weeks ago could compel the governor to act.

“I think there’s a good chance that he’ll call it to deal with the Joplin relief effort,” Kraus said at Friday’s Blue Springs Chamber of Commerce legislative breakfast.

One hangup, he said, is that if the state reaches into its rainy-day reserve, that money has to be paid back fairly quickly – the state Constitution says three years – so taking that route would add to next year’s projected budget deficit of $200 million to $700 million.

Legislators raised several points at the breakfast:

· Rep. Sheila Solon, R-Blue Springs, has pushed bills on trash service and to provide stable funding for state veterans homes. “I learned the more powerful a bill is, the more lobbyists ... come out against you,” she said.

· Rep. Jeanie Lauer said the Kansas City area legislators have formed a caucus “so that we can be a larger voice in the state legislature.”

· Rep. Mike Cierpiot, R-Lee’s Summit, said the foundation formula – the state’s main means of determining how much money individual school districts get – is OK for now but headed for problems that will need to be addressed in a year or so.

“I find that, just as in Washington, in Jeff City we don’t do anything until we have to,” he said.

Isle to go with Mississippi company to build Cape casino

Sunday, June 5, 2011
By Scott Moyers ~ Southeast Missourian

Four days before Cape Girardeau voters gave the go-ahead to a $125 million Isle of Capri casino, company executives made a pledge to some 60 local contractors that they would do all they could to employ local building firms. 

Now, with the bidding of the first major contract, it appears that the casino company is looking elsewhere for its builder. 

Isle has rejected two local bids in favor of a company with headquarters nearly 500 miles away, a key local contractor who bid on the project said Friday. 

Phil Penzel of Penzel Construction said he was informed last week that Isle was going with the Roy Anderson Corp., which is based in Gulfport, Miss. Penzel, of Jackson, and Kiefner Bros. of Cape Girardeau were two of the three finalists for the high-dollar contract along with Anderson. Anderson is partnering with St. Louis-based S.M. Wilson General Contractors. 

"I'd be lying if I said it didn't disappoint me," Penzel said. 

Dick Meister, Isle of Capri's vice president of construction and design, and a company spokeswoman did not return repeated calls Thursday and Friday seeking comment. 

Meister and other executives have repeatedly said they were committed to using local contractors as much as possible. The subcontract work could still constitute as much as 80 percent local employees, Penzel estimated, but added that there's no way to be sure how much it will turn out to be. Isle pledged to use local contractors "multiple times," said Penzel, whose company spent $50,000 to prepare its bid. 

The contract, which he would only say was somewhere between $50 million and $100 million, would have been the largest in his time at the 100-year-old company, Penzel said. Penzel was told that Isle went with Roy Anderson because "at the eleventh hour" the company came up with a way to shave two months off the construction schedule, he said. 

"I think something could have changed," Penzel said. "But I will tell you that our team, putting it in terms of a basketball game, we left everything out on the court." 

Mayor Harry Rediger said he had not heard anything official from Isle about a contract being awarded. When he asked company executives Thursday, he said, they told him an announcement was forthcoming but that they did not want to make it at the same time that their quarterly earnings report came out. The report shows that Isle's net income more than doubled from the previous year to $10.9 million for the three months that ended April 24. 

"But I know they are committed to using as much local as they can and they've proven that," Rediger said. "Everything they've done so far has been local." 

Even if Isle has opted to hire outside the area, Rediger said, it may come down to what's best financially for a publicly traded company that has to answer to its stockholders. 

"That's the whole purpose of the bid process," he said. "I understand and everybody has to understand they have a budget. They have to marry the right contractor with the right project. That's what they're doing, and you can't argue with that." 

Area economic developers said their position hasn't changed and that they remain optimistic much of the workforce to build the casino will be hired locally. 

"If the general contractor isn't local, we sure hope whatever contractor they use will use an awful lot of subcontractors from here," said John Mehner, CEO of the Cape Girardeau Area Chamber of Commerce. "Our position remains the same -- use as many local contractors as possible." 

Mitch Robinson, the director of Cape Girardeau Area Magnet, said Isle's intention all along was to pick the best company that can provide a quality product within a certain time frame. 

"Based on what's been said, I think the time issue became a major decision point for the company," he said. "That seemed to be the tipping point in this one company's favor. ... I think it's unfortunate, but the company made a decision and went with another choice." 

Still, Robinson said, he has no doubt that local laborers will be involved in the casino's construction. 

Like the other two bidders, Penzel said he had a partnership with another company as part of the bid. For Penzel, it was McCarthy Building Cos., which is based in California but has operations in St Louis. McCarthy has built $1 billion worth of casinos, Penzel said. Penzel's company also built Casino Aztar in Caruthersville, Mo., and did the renovations when that casino was bought by Isle. 

Anderson, too, has also worked with Isle before. 

"We figured the company that had been around the block a little bit would probably be the last one standing," Penzel said. "I guess I understand it. But that doesn't make it any easier to swallow." 

Wallingford updates local business community on legislative session


Sunday, June 5, 2011
By Erin Ragan ~ Southeast Missourian

State Rep. Wayne Wallingford gave a legislative update Friday to attendees of the Cape Girardeau Chamber of Commerce's First Friday Coffee at the Show Me Center and commented on several pieces of legislation he has helped sponsor or voted on in his first session as a House member. 

Of legislation that has already been signed, Wallingford, R-Cape Girardeau, brought up House Bill 412, which extends the state's prescription drug assistance program, the Missouri RX Plan, that was scheduled to end in August. The plan coordinates benefits with the Medicare Part D prescription program. Wallingford said the House fought to preserve the program, ending with the final funding budget covering the program until August 2014. 

He also discussed a section of the Fix the Six priorities sent to Gov. Jay Nixon by business groups in January -- House Bill 119, a plan to phase out corporate franchise tax by 2016. Wallingford said he supported the bill, because in his mind the businesses paying the tax were being subjected to double taxation. He said its elimination would help Missouri be a first choice for relocating businesses, as well as help the state compete with neighboring states like Illinois, where taxes are increasing, and Kansas, which has no franchise tax. 

Other passed bills Wallingford briefed attendees on were House Bill 45, which will provide an income tax deduction available to certain small businesses for creating new full-time jobs; and House Bill 109, which authorizes a permanent extension of the Missouri Linked Deposit Program, providing access to low-interest loans for farmers and small businesses. 

Wallingford said he was particularly disappointed over the veto of Senate Bill 188 by Gov. Nixon, which he said would have changed employment discrimination laws in Missouri to mirror federal laws. Companies could have invested more dollars in hiring new employees rather than spending time in courts with legal fees, Wallingford said. 

Time was out for the presentation before Wallingford could finish comments on House Bill 223, a bill he sponsored with Rep. Jill Schupp, D-Creve Coeur, which according to the bill language will make a $500 grant available to recipients of financial aid under the A+ Schools or Access Missouri programs if a high enough score is received on two advanced placement examinations in mathematics or science while attending a Missouri public high school. The bill also establishes the Nursing Education Incentive Program to address nursing shortages by allowing the Department of Higher Education to award $150,000 grants to public and private colleges for offering a nursing program that meets specific guidelines. 

Other bills not yet signed Wallingford did not sponsor but planned to comment on were House Bill 641, which would make possessing some synthetic drugs like marijuana alternatives and synthetic cocaine sold as bath salts a class C felony; and House Bill 214, which would strengthen state laws on human trafficking. On House Bill 214, Wallingford said he thinks people see human trafficking as an issue affecting countries like Mexico, but gave examples of places within Missouri, like Kansas City and Lebanon, where incidents have occurred. Wallingford said his work so far in the House has gotten off to a fast start because of the elimination of freshman orientation for members and his participation in the Leadership Missouri Program prior to the start of his term. He also said he has learned the importance of being a second name sponsoring a bill under a well-known member, as well as reaching across party lines to co-sponsor bills. 

EDITORIALS … & Letters to the Editor

Editorial: Tarnished badges — Police in Missouri have duty to explain racial disparity in traffic stops


By the Editorial Board STLtoday.com | Posted: Monday, June 6, 2011 12:00 am | (36) Comments
Last week, Missouri continued an empty annual ritual of announcing data on racial disparity in police traffic stops. Since 2000, all peace officers in the state have been required to report information, including the driver's race, for every traffic stop.

Their departments forward the data to the state attorney general, who must compile and report it to the governor by June 1.

The story has become predictable: The data show that police stop black drivers, in proportion to their population, considerably more often than they stop white drivers. In 2000, it was 27 percent more often. In 2010, it was 61 percent more often. Over the past 11 years, the disparity has grown every year but one.

Attorney General Chris Koster calls it a "disturbing trend." He says the statistical disparity doesn't prove racist motivation. But he proposes that "law enforcement and the community" look at the data as a 'starting point for dialogue to appreciate each other's perspective and arrive at common ground."

If past is prologue, nothing will happen. The attorney general won't offer any sustained leadership. There will be no serious "dialogue" or effort to learn what lies behind the data.

Some law enforcement agencies will make training available to officers and consider their work done. Others, stung by especially wide racial disparities in traffic stops, will argue that the data — when focused on specific communities rather than statewide — can be misleading. Criminologists agree with this criticism, and for years have made proposals to make the data more useful and specific. But nothing happens. No one has taken steps to fix the flaws and learn the truth.

One part of the report can't be so easily muddied. It concerns data on searches — a police intervention that is much more intrusive than a vehicle stop. Black and Hispanic drivers in Missouri are searched by police at more than twice the rate of white drivers. Yet black and Hispanic drivers were found to be in possession of contraband much less frequently than whites.

Could race, rather than probable cause, be a factor in so many fruitless searches? The report offers no analysis.

Larry White, a retired Missouri Highway Patrol commander who served as chief of the Ladue Police Department from June 2007 to August 2009, has not remained silent. He filed suit against the city claiming he was pressured by city officials to have his officers pull over blacks and meet ticket quotas for out-of-towners. He alleges that when he refused, he was fired.

Ladue city officials have denied any wrongdoing, even though data show that last year Ladue officers were almost 1,498 percent more likely to stop blacks than whites.

Attorney Chet Pleban, who has defended area police officers for decades and represents Mr. White in the lawsuit, says obtaining the data that would reveal Ladue's arrest practices has proven as difficult as "walking up Mount Everest wearing sandals."

"There's something wrong here," Mr. Pleban said. "This can't just be coincidence." He points the finger at "elected officials who don't just condone but encourage such conduct."

But police officers wear the badge. They take an oath to uphold the constitution and to serve and protect all citizens. They are given formidable powers and discretion.

Racial harassment, real and perceived, undermines the effectiveness and prestige of all officers — even when perpetrated by just a few officers. It makes communities less stable, and officers less safe.

Let's end the annual charade. Let's admit the obvious. There's something wrong here. Mere "dialogue" won't cut it.

Police commanders need to satisfy their professional duties and find out and explain to the public very specifically what's occurring in their communities. More than a decade of troubling data in Missouri demands it.

Mazzella: McCaskill plan raises costs for taxpayers

11:00 PM, Jun. 5, 2011, News-Leader.com

Facing an uphill re-election battle in 2012, Sen. Claire McCaskill must spend the next 17 months working to get Missouri voters to forget her scandals.

It appears the senator thinks the current debate over high gas prices may provide the distraction she needs. But her solution is misguided and counterintuitive.

McCaskill is pushing to raise taxes on U.S. oil and gas companies, an idea that Congress' own research shop warns would increase prices at the pump. And her calls to selectively eliminate legitimate tax deductions for the energy industry are raising the eyebrows of many of McCaskill's constituents who recall the Senator's recent failure to pay $320,000 in taxes on her own income.

McCaskill's attempt to score cheap political points by scapegoating the U.S. energy industry for the federal government's deficit problems, if successful, will come at a high cost to her constituents. A study by Louisiana State University economist Joseph Mason predicts such a tax hike would cost Missouri $1.4 billion in economic output. Furthermore, the Congressional Research Service found that the new taxes would have the effect of "increasing prices and increasing our foreign oil dependence."

The political merits of McCaskill's plan seem negligible, too. Her attacks on oil and gas companies are making the coal industry wary, which is a big deal for a senator from the 12th largest coal producing state in the nation. Missouri also is home to 7,535 manufacturing firms, which provide livelihoods for over 300,000 workers who benefit from the same category of tax deductions. Though McCaskill isn't yet calling for those deductions to be eliminated for the manufacturing of transportation equipment or food products, both crucial to the state economy, what kind of precedent is she setting?

By singling out domestic oil and gas companies for higher taxes based on their profitability (aka their ability to grow the economy, create jobs and support retirements, etc.), McCaskill is showing that she has no qualms about using the tax code as a punitive tool.

Her efforts to demonize the U.S. oil and gas industry for what she believes to be political expediency sets her up to further push another of her favorite pet projects, so-called "clean and renewable energy."

The Senator's website boasts of her support for hybrid vehicles and battery-powered engines, expensive technologies not commercially viable without subsidies from U.S. taxpayers. Energy Secretary Steven Chu has said that we would have to push gas prices toward European levels (about $7 to $10 per gallon) to get consumers to want to buy those technologies. That "just-pay-more" mentality may seem like an easy answer for political elitists unconcerned about finances -- including McCaskill, whose family's net worth is an estimated $15 million. But for everyday American families struggling to make ends meet, McCaskill proposes the "let them eat cake" of the 21st century.

Pursuing higher taxes on energy companies after being negligent in paying her own, and doing so at the expense of hardworking Americans, reaffirms that for this Missouri politician, it's all about Claire.

June 5, 2011 

Kevin Wilson, guest columnist: It’s time to turn to FEMA 

By Kevin Wilson The Joplin Globe The Joplin Globe Sun Jun 05, 2011, 09:00 AM CDT 

JOPLIN, Mo. — Life is full of ironies, and they are not always pleasant. When my tenure in the Missouri Legislature ended, I had some discussions with the Globe regarding me writing a column from time to time on subjects upon which I might have some insight.

I know that many of you read my first effort on “How to kill a bill” because I received several positive comments.

My next column was supposed to be submitted on May 19, but my father died unexpectedly. Needless to say, I didn’t get much accomplished that week other than taking care of family issues. Here is where the irony comes in. The column was going to be on the Federal Emergency Management Agency and how the process works, since there were still a lot of issues hanging out there from the May 2008 tornado in Newton County.

Who could have known that this region would be struck once again by tragedy but this time on an even bigger scale?

Before I start discussing the FEMA process, I just have to say a couple of personal words concerning this tremendous tragedy. I don’t think pictures can adequately explain to someone just how devastating this tornado was to the city. I have been helping out Gary Roark, the Newton County emergency management director, with some of his efforts to provide assistance to Jasper County, and as such was able to see firsthand the destruction. It is a miracle that anyone survived.

And, while the eyes of the nation are upon Joplin and this region, the rest of the country is seeing the remarkable spirit of the people of Southwest Missouri and the way everyone has pitched in to help one another. Mother Nature may destroy buildings and take lives, but she cannot take away the heart and soul of what makes this area special — the caring and compassionate nature of its residents.

Because of this tragedy, so many people are going to have to have assistance to rebuild their shattered lives. We hear of areas like New Orleans after Katrina or southern California with earthquakes and wildfires and we hoped and prayed that we would not need assistance like that, but unfortunately it is now our turn and people need to understand the process.

Actually, during any disaster, there are two types of assistance that a region can receive from the government — public assistance and individual assistance. Both of these hinge upon a certain threshold of monetary damage sustained during the disaster. I won’t even go into that because this one far exceeds any level set by the government. The public assistance portion is for municipalities, counties and other public entities to receive reimbursement for at least part of the cleanup process and infrastructure repairs.

The second part of the assistance program is the one that obviously will be of most importance to the thousands of residents who lost their homes and most of their possessions. In general terms, the way this works is that FEMA has money available to help with reimbursing at least part of the amount of loss not covered by someone’s insurance policy up to a maximum grant of just over $30,000 per household.

Individuals have to submit paperwork and actually apply for a low-interest Small Business Administration loan before they can proceed to the grant process. It is my understanding that anyone applying for assistance will get a huge packet of information and many times will throw the packet away because they don’t want to apply for a loan. But, don’t do that because you might not qualify for a loan, and if you have thrown the packet away then you cannot proceed onto the grant process.

To start the process you have to call FEMA to get registered and that will trigger a packet being sent to you for further action. The number for individuals is 800-621-3362 (FEMA).

Now, to make sure that you know, my goal in this column is just to give you an overall awareness of the process so you will know what to expect. I am by no means an expert on this and, with a tragedy of this magnitude, procedures might change, so understand that you need to continue to monitor the news media to get the most current information.

In closing, I just want everyone to know that prayers are being lifted up all over the nation for the people of Joplin. And, remember that this is the very best part of the country and we will survive this tragedy by the grace of God and the help of our neighbors.

Letters | Monday, June 6, The Kansas City Star

Hunt for a stronger KCK stadium name
What was the Sporting KC soccer team thinking of when they named their beautiful new stadium at the Legends Livestrong Sporting Park, after the Lance Armstrong Foundation? 

Armstrong has done nothing for Kansas City or for soccer. Now allegations are mounting from his former associates that he took prohibited drugs to accomplish his great biking victories.

The man who really brought pro soccer to Kansas City is Lamar Hunt. Here is a man with vision, generosity, and ethics — yet we can’t name the arena after him? 

Come on, Sporting KC. In the question of Armstrong versus Hunt, there is no contest. Bow your head and call out the real class act — Lamar Hunt. Change the name. 

Larry Meyers
Shawnee
Procrastination during regular session
Missouri’s legislature is considering a special session to deal with economic development and tax credit reform (5/18, A4, “Plenty of blame to share; just as no agreement was reached on the legislation, few agree on the reasons”).

Had they not wasted so much time with the dog thing and trying to make an issue out of voter fraud (an ironic topic for a group of people who overruled an election), they would have had sufficient time to study substantive issues. 

Which services to taxpayers will have to be cut out of the budget so legislators can have more of our money?

Work should have gotten done long before now, instead of dissipating time and tax dollars on personal agendas.

David R. Peironnet
Gladstone
All Catholic voices must be heard
Kudos to The Kansas City Star for giving Catholics the freedom to openly discuss differing viewpoints. 

Being a voice to the oppressed is what faith calls us to do. Unfortunately, we have not had the freedom of expression within our own local Catholic newspaper. 

Many individuals, usually women and young children have been marginalized and suffered damaging repercussions simply by having the courage to describe a situation. 

Thank you to The Star for providing a valuable service to the vetting of my faith.

Rita Berry
Kansas City
Church leadership no longer trustworthy
As a graduate of Kansas City Catholic schools, and the parent of five children who have attended them, I would like to tell Bishop Finn that he has made some very bad decisions. 

He has ignored his people and their children. He has broken his promises. 

It is time for him to leave. We need a bishop who makes our children and our Catholic schools his No. 1 priority. 

Please resign now, Bishop Finn.

Christopher Korth
Kansas City
A recent letter writer warned against making assumptions against all Catholic priests or bishops based on the actions of a few. I say that when a bishop or any authoritative body in the Catholic Church buries evidence to protect a sexual predator, it is the leaders of the Catholic Church who are casting a shadow on all priests. 

By the example of what happened recently with Shawn Ratigan, we see that Catholic authorities will choose to protect their own rather than the children of the diocese. 

If the Ratigan incident had been handled promptly and transparently, we would not be questioning our own Catholic priests, because we would see how leaders in the church respond to allegations of inappropriate conduct with children. 

Bishop Finn has effectively called into question the integrity of every priest in the diocese, as we are now assured that he would first act to cover up these kinds of incidents rather than report them. 

It is not the priests I don’t trust, but rather the leaders of the Catholic Church who continue to violate the boundaries of what they have promised in the past. 

It is time for a change of leadership. 

Julie Stutterheim
Kansas City
He’s President Obama, even if you disagree
I wish that TV news reporters would address our president as “President Obama.” I have written to the news director of a local TV station to make this request, but my email was ignored.

It is extremely disrespectful to refer to him as “Mr. Obama” instead of “President Obama,” as his colleagues call him. 

Regardless whether or not they voted for him or agree with how the administration is being run, the people of Kansas City and the United States do not need to hear such things when we need to come together, as we are now for the people in Joplin, Mo.

If I wanted slanted opinions, I’d watch Fox News Channel.

Jazmine Kittie
Leawood
Cover lacrosse on par with other sports
I was pleasantly surprised a few weeks ago to read the cover story about area lacrosse in Star Magazine (5/15, “Fury and finesse; The contact aspect of lacrosse draws boys, while girls learn tactics and finesse.”). It was nice to hear about the growing number of lacrosse players in the Kansas City area. 

However, I was disappointed this last week when only the scores of the NCAA men’s and women’s lacrosse championships ran in the Sports Daily section. The Star allotted only a handful of “worth noting” mentions in “The Buzz” column, mostly giving the score and a few factoids. 

I was even more upset with the short paragraph May 29 about Rockhurst’s Missouri state championship win, and no further mention of the tournament. 

I do not understand why other area sports get complete stories with quotes and facts from games, for districts, quarterfinals, semifinals, and championships. Rockhurst, along with other area lacrosse teams in the area, deserves a few stories. 

If lacrosse really is growing in Kansas City, why doesn’t The Star give it the coverage it needs to continue to grow? 

Christina Barton
Kansas City
Time to get serious about budget talk
I agree with Congressman Cleaver’s June 1 Star guest commentary, “Unwise budget cuts leave hole in emergency services,” insofar as the federal budget should be a moral document reflecting our priorities as a country. 

One problem: When everyone and everything is a priority, there are no priorities. And if that’s true, then the federal budget isn’t a reflection on our collective morality as much as it is a time to reflect on the absence thereof. 

Where’s the morality in perpetuating the myth we can have it all when we can’t? Times have changed. Priorities have to be established. Cuts have to be made — serious cuts, too. 

And the Congressman’s contribution to this discussion? A vague reference to “targeted, laser-like cuts.” Translation: Token cuts only. Nothing truly serious. Just enough to say that he’s actually cut something. 

November 2012 can’t come soon enough. 

Jim Eschrich
Lenexa
A budget is a financial statement of a plan. Every company must put together a budget, which it uses as its guide to success. We invest our hard earned money in pensions, 401(k)s, IRAs and so forth, and then monitor those investments and companies for success or failure. If there is failure, we take our investments away and move them to others.

Our Congress has for two years failed to put together a budget. We, as non-voluntarily investors, are still required to submit our hard earned money. 

Our Democratic-controlled Senate has no plan to complete a budget, putting no measures of success in place from which to be judged on their performance. 

Since we can’t move our non-voluntary investments (also known as taxes) to another federal government that has demonstrated success, we are left with the alternative of changing the management of our government by firing those who refuse to put together a plan. 

We need to elect those in 2012 who will put forth a plan for financial success and be accountable for it.

Jack Cook
Blue Springs
Nude runners are commonplace where?
As I watched the local evening news one evening last week, there was a story about a naked man running through the streets of south Overland Park. A woman who was interviewed sticks out in my mind. She said, “You don’t see this in Overland Park.” 

I’d like to know where she does see it. I haven’t seen naked men running down streets in Kansas City, Kansas City Kan., Raytown, Grandview or any other local city. 

Lady, Overland Park is not that special. 

Carolyn Spears
Kansas City
Posted on Sun, Jun. 05, 2011 10:15 PM
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Property assessment comparables favor the tax collector
As a St. Louis County homeowner, I could only stare at my 2011 county property assessment with utter amazement. My property had gained $8,400 in value. This is a property that was put up for sale and had very few lookers and no offers, despite a listing price that was below our original 2004 purchase price and that was reduced at least once while it was listed. It was not alone in the neighborhood for not getting sold. The market has seen nothing but reduced sales and declining prices.

Of course, it didn't take rocket science to figure out how the county assessor came to the conclusion of a higher value and, thus, more tax revenue for various government entities. It's a good thing for the county assessor that I found a job, even though I had to move my family out of the region.

The assessment was based on the sales prices of five comparable homes. Four of the five homes were sold while the buyers were eligible for the homebuyer tax credit. Only one house used in the assessment as a comparable, the one with the lowest sale price, sold after the tax credit expired. That house sold for more than $13,000 less than my previous assessment.

What would the assessor have shown if he had used the most recent sales instead of skewed sales, which undoubtedly favored the tax collector?

Timothy Ekren • Lafayette, Calif.
 

Making a difference
I thank all the people who, despite the very bad weather, came out to Felix's Bar and Grill and supported Sgt. Dennis Cabanting who was wounded in Iraq in 2006 and now deals with traumatic brain injury and multiple sclerosis.

All these great people came out to donate to help my son get the help he needs because Veterans Affairs doesn't cover chiropractic care or acupuncture, which make it easier for Dennis to walk.

Dennis was born in Hawaii, served in the Nebraska National Guard and lived with us in St. Louis after rehabilitation with VA. But he went to war for the whole United States, not for a single state. Someday, maybe our congressmen will remember that. Thank you, St. Louis. You made a difference in my son's life

Julieann Najar • St. Louis County
 

Turned his back
Thanks to the Illinois General Assembly, which voted with us in saving jobs at Fairmount Park Race Track. Unfortunately, Rep. Dwight Kay, R-Edwardsville, was not among them.

Fairmount is a large employer in the 112th District. Thousands of working men and women depend on the track to earn a living and support their families.

I thank our area legislators for recognizing the importance of this issue and for working to make certain Fairmount park is able to continue to support good paying jobs with benefits for area workers. Come election time, we will remember those legislators who voted no on the proposal and turned their backs on us.

John Witthauer • Madison County
 

Half-truths
Regarding: "Fraud or forgetfulness?" (June 1): The editorial tries to persuade the citizens of Missouri that the proposed constitutional amendment to require photo identification for voting is flawed because it would require each voter to obtain a current Missouri drivers license.

As one can see from Article 9 of this proposed amendment, a drivers license is only one of the acceptable forms of identification:

"Section 9. A person seeking to vote in person in public elections may be required by general law to identify himself or herself and verify his or her qualifications as a citizen of the United States of America and a resident of the state of Missouri by providing election officials with a form of identification, which may include valid government-issued photo identification. Exceptions to the identification requirement may also be provided for by general law."

The editorial writers should read the bill before attempting to present its contents to the public.

Frank Serdy • St. Louis
Luck belongs in casinos, not in health care
We need a single-payer health care system. Our medical technology is tops, but, except for Medicare, our health insurance system is 18th-century state-of-the-art. I recently went through treatment for serious health problems. The treatment was successful. I had Medicare and good secondary health insurance. I was lucky. Many people have no insurance. They either get no care or they get emergency care, for which we all pay.

Every other "advanced" nation has a single-payer system. The French system is funded by a national tax. Premiums are determined by income. Everyone is covered. Sixty-two percent of hospitals are publicly funded. The rest are non-profit, either religiously affiliated or private.

Insurance is handled by non-profit agencies that negotiate yearly fees with medical providers. All services are covered, except elective procedures such as cosmetic surgery. Most French doctors are in private practice but draw income from public funds. Doctors' education is paid for by the government, not by student loans. Health care costs about half what it does here. Insurance is not dependent on employment.

Health care reform here was hamstrung by lobbies for the for-profit insurance companies and pharmaceutical companies, as well as the goofy American attitude that government programs always are bad or "communist."

We need a single-payer system similar to that in France. Even South Korea and Taiwan are way ahead of us. Health care should be a basic right, not a for-profit commodity or privilege.

Yes, I was lucky, but luck belongs in casinos, not in health care.

Larry L. Brown • Glen Carbon
 

Don't be afraid of sex education
Regarding the editorial "Choose life" (May 31): I applaud the Post-Dispatch for publishing a progressive and realistic editorial. As a student in St. Louis's Catholic schools for about 12 years, I am aware of the fear and poor decision-making that can be a direct result of medically inaccurate sex education.

Non-biased sex education is absolutely the best form of birth control because it empowers young people to be aware of all of their options, which, in turn, helps us make healthier, smarter decisions overall. It expands the dialogue between peers, parents and educators about responsible planning, which serves to improve sexual health.

Supporting sex education is the true pro-life choice for St. Louis.

Genevieve Buthod • St. Louis
 

Masquerading as altruistic
The editorial "Choose life" (May 31) says it all about the Post-Dispatch, and none of it is good. If the paper's editorial writers had any dignity left, they would be ashamed.

The editorial said, "Why is Missouri still passing laws intended to create legal obstacles to a few abortions instead of doing something to reduce unintended pregnancies and save real lives?" The inherent implication is that human beings in utero are unreal lives.

The paper's writers masquerade as altruistic and committed to that which is just and right, but they seek nothing more than to seduce society into depravity and death, to a state devoid of objective morality and immutable truth — while turning a nifty profit in the process.

The Weatherbird should be replaced with a more authentic portrait: A Pecksniffian pied piper, leading the readership down the pathway of a bottomless pit of evil.

Bill Wigand • Ste. Genevieve

Editorial: Government must make funding disasters a priority 

By the Editorial Board STLtoday.com | Posted: Sunday, June 5, 2011 12:00 am | 

On May 4, 2007, an EF5 tornado obliterated the town of Greensburg, Kan., killing 11 people.

An immediate outpouring of support came from across the country. State and national leaders vowed to do whatever it would take to rebuild the community.

Last month, four years later — nearly to the day — Kansas lawmakers closed their yearly session without approving $2.3 million in funding to help rebuild the electrical cooperatives damaged by that tornado and other natural disasters in the Sunflower State. It was the second year in a row the promised funding was rejected.

Greensburg is worth remembering as Joplin , Mo., continues to crawl out of the rubble from its own killer storm on May 22. Last Sunday, President Barack Obama came to Missouri to pay his respects to the victims of one of the most devastating disasters in state history.

A day later, he upped the ante on the federal response to Joplin's victims, saying the federal government will pick up 90 percent of at least some of the costs, leaving another 10 percent for state and local governments. The standard ratio for such disasters is for the federal government to pay 75 percent, as it did in Greensburg.

The president's announcement was cheered in Joplin, far more than were House Majority Whip Eric Cantor's comments shortly after the tornado. The Virginia Republican said any disaster aid would have to be offset by cuts elsewhere to government spending.

Mr. Cantor's comments were ill-timed. But they were not wrong.

There is a sickening hypocrisy among some of our political class who make a living vilifying the government, while they protect pet government projects in their backyards. Mr. Cantor, for instance, has led the charge to protect nearly $500 million in federal funding for an alternative engine for the budget-busting F-35 Joint Strike Fighter. The military doesn't want the project, but a defense contractor in Virginia does.

Whether it's state lawmakers blocking aid to the unemployed or members of Congress grandstanding while folks in Joplin suffer, such callous actions demean our body politic.

Mr. Obama's timing of his visit also is worth noting, coming two days before the U.S. House symbolically voted against raising the national debt limit.

Indeed, both the discussion over the debt limit and the Greensburg experience should blast a warning siren to folks in Joplin, and Tuscaloosa, Ala., here in St. Louis, or in the flood plains of southeast Missouri and the Mississippi Delta. There is a limit to how much the government can do. Money is finite. Mother Nature's capacity for chaos is not.

By all accounts thus far, the response of local, state and federal officials to the tragedy in southwest Missouri has been astounding. Among the government's most profound roles are to protect our most vulnerable citizens in time of need, shield us all from danger and help to unify and organize our communities in times of chaos.

That government — our government — needs the resources to get the job done. We expect our leaders to follow through on promises made in the shadow of dark times.

Reality, though, is that this year's series of natural disasters is stressing government's ability to do its job. Already in Missouri, Gov. Jay Nixon has pledged $25 million to help cope with flooding in southeast Missouri created by the imploding of the Birds Point Levee, and another $25 million for Joplin tornado recovery.

That latter number surely will grow, and it doesn't begin to address recovery from tornadoes in Sedalia and St. Louis. More Missouri flooding could be on the way as the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers increases Missouri River flows to ease upstream flooding in the upper Midwest.

Mr. Nixon vows that he will find the money to fund disaster recovery, and we believe him. But Missouri law doesn't allow Mr. Nixon to deficit spend, so the money must come out of other programs. Indeed, something similar to Mr. Cantor's warning is written into our state constitution.

At the federal level, meanwhile, the Federal Emergency Management Agency is quickly depleting its $2.4 billion Disaster Relief Fund.

More money is needed, and ill-timed and hypocritical or not, Mr. Cantor has a point. Government money has to come from somewhere. Finding it will take more than digging through Uncle Sam's couch cushions.

For instance, the war in Afghanistan is on pace to cost this country $113 billion this year, money that gets congressional approval without regard for offsetting it with cuts elsewhere. There is a growing consensus that the country can ill afford to keep paying such a high price in lives and dollars for a war without end, especially after the death of Osama bin Laden.

And how about those billions in oil company subsidies that U.S. Sen. Roy Blunt is quick to defend? The Republican from southwest Missouri is asking Mr. Obama to fund 100 percent of the cost of Joplin recovery. Surely he's willing to give some ground with subsidies, isn't he?

This is the reality of the discussions about the budget and the debt limit. They're difficult, particularly when juxtaposed against multiple natural disasters. But such debates are a whole lot easier when all sides agree that there are no sacred cows, no pots of money that are untouchable because of political parochialism and no political pledges that put new revenue sources off limits.

The people of Joplin need our help. They need every ounce of energy the state of Missouri and the United States of America can muster. They must rebuild a city and recover from the horror of 138 deaths.

That will take more than simple announcements of funding levels today. It will take the concerted efforts of citizens and government leaders willing to make a long-term commitment to keeping promises made during the peak of great hardship.

As the people of Greensburg have learned, writing the check is the easy part. Cashing it is what matters. 

Legislature should toughen regulations for bond agents

Mishaps, abuse of power make need for change evident

11:00 PM, Jun. 4, 2011, News-Leader.com

Springfield has once again seen a serious incident involving a licensed bail bond agent.

This is not the first such occurrence, and it prompts us to call for legislative action to strengthen regulation of the industry in Missouri. Such legislation was proposed in several bills before the General Assembly during this year's session but failed.

An April 18 shooting left John James Jr. wounded as he allegedly was fleeing from a licensed agent. But the agent, Jackie Rutter, was not the shooter. James was "accidentally" shot by Derek Crain who told investigators he was working for the bail bond agent when James tried to avoid apprehension.

This was not the only incident News-Leader reporter Jess Rollins reported in stories that published May 22. Allen and Roberta Cox also related a separate case where two bondsmen forced their way into the wrong home in Springfield while seeking a fugitive in 2009. The Coxes and their three teenage children were held at gunpoint and threatened. The two bondsmen have been charged with several crimes including felony weapons violations. Over the years the behavior of some other bondsmen have made headlines.

And, as Greene County Judge Dan Conklin has said, "Bond agents are losing credibility."

That isn't to say that these licensed businesses are typically abusing their extraordinary powers. They do not. As Rollins pointed out in his story, the bond agents are reporting planned apprehensions about every other day in our community with 1,400 notifications to police during the past five years. They are a very active part of the justice system in Missouri.

Recommendations to improve

A Missouri Bail Bond Study Committee gave the state's lawmakers a good starting point in recommendations issued in January 2010. The report suggested more training, not licensing convicted felons and bigger fines.

It's difficult to imagine lawmakers can't see the logic in withholding licenses from convicted felons. Presently, an applicant who has not had a felony in the last 15 years may become an agent. We feel that should be a complete prohibition.

Nor does it seem to us a burden on these businesses to increase required training from 24 to a mere 40 hours. Again, these firms have extraordinary powers including the right to use force when necessary.

This brings us to money.

The issue isn't just about getting people charged with a crime to show up in court. It involves businesses. The study committee sees more need for overseeing the finances of these businesses with financial pre-approval requirements and oversight. The group put together a list of financial recommendations that went to lawmakers.

Interest groups

No doubt lawmakers have been considering the issue of the bail bond industry. As the study group points out, bills have been filed since 2004 for changes to the statutes. We recognize lawmakers must hear from the clients of bond agents, the businesses and the judges of Missouri. But they have had enough time for input on what has been described as technical issues.

Among several bills introduced during the last session was Sen. Jack Goodman's SB 395. It touched on many of the same issues as the study group. Goodman, R-Mount Vernon (29th District), indicates he is likely to introduce the bill next year. We urge him to do so.

The issue of the bail bond business is legislation that we feel needs to be addressed successfully in the next session. It is a cog in our law enforcement and judicial machine that needs to work properly. We think Springfield residents such as the Cox family would probably agree.

Officials represent constituents well

11:00 PM, Jun. 4, 2011, News-Leader.com
Re: "Long praises FEMA response," News-Leader 05/31/11. I'd like to commend Rep. Billy Long for his response to the needs of his Joplin constituents, particularly the woman whose husband was in Afghanistan.

And regarding President Obama's Sunday visit, I want to thank Long and Sen. Roy Blunt, both Republicans, for your classy nonpartisan behavior. According to the News-Leader, Long said he was thrilled that the president came to Joplin to see the damage for himself. As for Blunt, he defended the timing of the visit. "I have plenty of things to disagree with the president on, and this doesn't need to be one of them," he was quoted as saying.

Gentlemen, I didn't vote for either one of you, but you both made me proud. You have truly represented your constituents during this time: all of us. Thank you. Truly, " 'Tis a privilege to live in the Ozarks."

Still fighting the flood

Friday, June 3, 2011
seMissourian.com
The Great Flood of 2011 has not gone away, even though the water has gone down in Southeast Missouri. 

The flood's stench still sours the Mississippi County floodway south of Birds Point where the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers one month ago Thursday destroyed the levee that protected thousands of acres of fertile farm land. The decision of course was not an easy one, but done in order to relieve pressure upriver, including the town of Cairo, Ill. But it wasn't just Cairo that was spared. Longtime residents in Cape Girardeau said they had never seen a river flood drop so fast as it did following the breach of Birds Point. In saving damage to the north, however, the rush of water caused by the intentional breach destroyed homes and livelihoods south of Birds Point. The Great Flood of 2011 is still very real to our neighbors in Mississippi County. It continues to be a major disaster. 

The destruction will have a lasting impact not only on the farmers who work the land, but also to the regional businesses that support the farmers. We all have ties to the land. 

A month removed from the epic Birds Point decision, the national news media has turned its attention to other important matters. Missouri's governor has his hands full with the urgent needs of the tornado victims in Joplin, for whom our hearts break also. 

But we remember today the flood victims who are still pressing on, still waiting for the water to drop some more, waiting to see what evaporation will reveal. We empathize with those who are resolved to fix that blasted levee as soon as possible and return to planting and harvesting. We understand their urgency and their desire to get back to normal. 

And as a collective voice from northward neighbors, we owe Mississippi County a great deal of gratitude. Who knows what kind of damage would have occurred had the floodway not been activated? The plan worked, but at a considerable cost. 

It's for this reason our government should do everything within its power to remove red tape and fix the levee as soon as possible. It's why We the People should use every means possible to help repair that ravaged farmland. Let's get these farmers back to work. 

The corps has initiated a process by which residents and landowners of the floodway can file claims for damage that occurred when the floodway was activated. Those plans were unveiled in a meeting Thursday. 

As of Wednesday, the corps reported that 1,000 cubic feet of river water was still flowing into the floodway every second. As much as half of the floodway is still under water. The situation is improving, but the fight is still in the early rounds. 

To all of the victims of this year's flood, inside the floodway or out, we haven't forgotten about you. Keep fighting. Keep going. The forecast calls for more sunshine. 

Letters to the editor, June 4, STL TODAY

AB is committed to saving water
On June 5, Anheuser-Busch will join people around the globe in celebrating World Environment Day, a day organized by the United Nations to encourage environmental sustainability initiatives.

One of our key environmental efforts surrounds conserving and helping protect water, both inside and outside our breweries. Water is an important natural resource (in addition to a key ingredient in beer), and we've set aggressive targets to reduce water use in our facilities. In the past three years, we've reduced water use in our U.S. breweries by 34 percent.

Our employees also are reducing their personal water use by joining Budweiser and beer drinkers across the country in the "Grow One. Save a Million." campaign to help save 1 million gallons of water by not shaving. Each shave uses about five gallons of water (the average shave uses three to 10 gallons), so each guy can save 35 gallons of water per week by putting down his razor.  

More than 2,200 employees have made a Grow One pledge, helping save an estimated 150,000 gallons of water. We invite adults to join us in this effort by making a pledge and registering at Budweiser's Facebook page. Ladies can help by signing up a guy on their behalf. The more people who participate, the bigger the impact we can make.

To help protect waterways in our communities, our employees and their families are joining River Network for river cleanups in each of our brewery cities, including St. Louis, where more than 150 employees and family members will be working with Living Lands & Waters to pickup trash along the Mississippi River near the U.S Army Corps of Engineers' Riverlands Migratory Bird Sanctuary in West Alton.

We are committed to providing water to people in need. Since 1988, we've provided more than 70 million cans of drinking water to assist communities after natural disasters, including more than 51,000 cans to the residents and relief workers affected by the deadly tornado in Joplin.

We hope you'll join us on World Environment Day and help make a difference. Whether you take the "Grow One. Save a Million." pledge or reduce personal water use in other ways, by working together, we can help protect our environment and ensure our communities thrive. After all, this is our earth and it's our responsibility to help protect it for future generations.

Kathy Casso • St. Louis
Vice President of Corporate Social Responsibility, Anheuser-Busch
 

Only city should have say over residence
Regarding "Judge puts residency rule back in city's hands" (June 1): State Sen. Jim Lembke, R- Lemay, is a terrible example of what an elected official should be and probably explains his narrow win in the election that put him in office. Mr. Lembke was one of a few state legislators who opposed an extension of unemployment benefits for unemployed workers. He explained that this was intended to teach the federal government a lesson about overspending. This was cruel and heartless.

Most recently, Mr. Lembke has been an outspoken advocate of state supremacy over local control, with him calling local control a "fallacy." Mr. Lembke sponsored a bill in the Missouri Legislature that would give St. Louis city firefighters, whom I respect very much, the right to live outside of the city of St. Louis. The state Legislature passed the bill. A St. Louis alderman said that the Legislature spit in the faces of the citizens of St. Louis.

It is too bad that Mr. Lembke and Gov. Jay Nixon, who signed the legislation, don't know or understand that the Missouri constitution bars legislative control over "powers, duties, or compensaation" of employees in cities with their own charter, which St. Louis has.

But a Cole County Judge struck down the St. Louis firefighter law. He ruled that the Missouri constitution protects a city's authority to make residency decisions for its employees.

The Cole County judge, in his ruling, directly refuted Mr. Lembke's statement that local control is a "fallacy." State Rep. Jacob Hummel, D-St. Louis, has said, "We talk a lot about local control in this body, but we constantly change our minds when it comes to St. Louis. I don't think that's right."

With the elected majority we have in the state Legislature and with the sitting governor, is it any surprise that Missouri ranks in the bottom third of states in most categories?

Jim Sahaida•St. Louis
Mexico's drug war is closer than you think
If you live in or near St. Louis, Mexico's drug war made its way into your back yard a long time ago.

Being a thousand miles from the southwest border, it's easy for people in the Midwest to believe all the carnage and chaos going on in Mexico is a world away. The truth is, Mexican drug trafficking organizations, or DTOs, have infiltrated more than 270 U.S. cities, not to mention hundreds, if not thousands, of smaller communities. Unfortunately, St. Louis is on that list.

Most Americans have heard some of the grisly statistics coming from our southern neighbor. But for many people who don't live along the border, those statistics and the concern over 'spill over" violence don't make much of an impact on their daily lives.

According to the National Drug Intelligence Center, St. Louis is one of the region's primary markets for illegal drugs coming from Mexico via the southwest border. The influx of Mexican black tar and brown powder heroin into small Missouri communities in 2010 has resulted in increased drug abuse, particularly among young Caucasians in suburban and rural communities.

Once these drugs make it into the St. Louis area, they're distributed by local gang members. This helps insulate the DTOs from identification and prosecution by U.S. authorities. It also acts as a force multiplier, putting more sellers out on St. Louis streets and surrounding neighborhoods, and bringing in ludicrous profits for the Mexican producers.

All of this translates into active members of Mexican DTOs, or people who work on their behalf, living, working, and trafficking illegal drugs right under our noses. They're using the highways and roads you use every day to go to work. In the neighborhoods where you live, they rent houses to stash drugs so that they can be repackaged and shipped out within a week. They provide drugs to local dealers who try to get your kids to try smoking a joint for the first time.

All of a sudden, Mexico's drug war doesn't seem so far away.

It is crucial for all Americans, no matter where we live, to more fully understand the impact the drug war is having on us and the consequences our government's decisions have when it comes to border security and drug policy.

Sylvia Longmire • Scott Air Force Base
Former Air Force officer and special agent with the Air Force Office of Special Investigations
 

It's not too late to help save the planet
Global warming is real, and St. Louis is a contributing factor. St. Louis ranks No. 1 in Missouri cities with the most tons of carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases. St. Charles ranks significantly lower. But the pollution is causing a change in climate and weather. Unfortunately, humans are the main reason for this.

Evidence proves a change in climate and weather is occurring. According to the U.S. National Research Council, average temperatures have risen half a degree to 1 degree over the last century. NASA reported that the surface temperature of the planet has increased since 1880. Also, 2009 was the second-hottest year on record, and the 2000-2009 decade was the hottest ever recorded.

Global warming coincides with human-created industry. The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change says evidence shows that most warming over the last 50 years is attributable to human activities, such as cars and air-conditioning. These things burn fossil fuels, creating carbon dioxide that builds up in the atmosphere. It heats the oceans, the land and the atmosphere. According to data released by the IPCC, carbon dioxide levels in the atmosphere are higher than they've been in 650,000 years.

According to the National Wildlife Federation, the natural resources that wildlife depend on, such as the right temperatures in their habitat, fresh water, food and places to raise their young, are being jeopardized because of global warming. The World Wildlife Fund predicts extinctions or significant population losses because of habitat loss.

Some people believe the Earth goes through natural cycles of heating and cooling, but NASA reports that natural causes would account for the global rise in temperatures until only about 1950. After that, the rapid warming can't be explained without including the greenhouse gases that humans have added.

This is everyone's responsibility. While some changes to slow global warming may be inconvenient at first, it will be worth it if the animals have a safe habitat, we have normal climate temperatures and we no longer are responsible for disaster.

If we want to save our planet and animals, we should do something. St. Louisans can pursue alternatives to driving gasoline-powered cars, such as carpooling or using electric vehicles. The truth may be ugly, but we can't continue to ignore the evidence and do nothing. It is time to find the big solution.

Cassie Conners • St. Louis County
 

Nuclear power is our energy future
Missouri legislators recently killed a bill that concerned nuclear energy. Ameren Missouri had asked for permission to charge customers for the process of seeking a permit to build a second nuclear reactor at its Callaway County facility. Nuclear power is the best way to address Missouri's energy needs because it is cleaner, more efficient and has greater potential than any other conventional power source.

Nuclear energy produces no air pollution, and actually can decrease it by eliminating heavily polluting energy-producing plants, such as coal-fired plants. The Clean Air Task Force said that if the nuclear power industry s allowed to grow, there would be a massive decrease in carbon dioxide levels in the atmosphere, and that would reduce or eliminate respiratory problems. Nuclear power also decreases water pollution. An article in The New York Times said that coal power plants use water to decrease air pollution, but that creates tons of water pollution.

Nuclear power produces tons of power using a small amount of fuel, much less than a coal plant. Uranium is abundant, making nuclear power cheaper.

Some people argue against nuclear energy because of radioactive waste. But, according to the WNA, all of the radioactive waste from all of the nuclear reactors in the world could fit into a two-story structure the size of a basketball court. The most disturbing thing is that coal ash, a byproduct of burning coal for energy, is radioactive, and it isn't being stored safely. Nuclear waste is handled with caution.

Technologies exist to greatly improve the nuclear power industry. Technology could increase uranium production 60-fold if demand required it. The United States has the technology to build a fourth-generation nuclear power plant that would produce no waste and burn waste from other plants.

According to the U.S. Atomic Energy Commission, the cost of nuclear power could be brought down to the price of conventional power systems. Nuclear power is a growing technology, and, with the advances still being made, it has amazing potential.

Nuclear energy is, by far, the best way to address our energy needs because it is cleaner, more efficient and has greater potential than any other form of power.

Our legislators should support the nuclear power industry before it's too late. They should consider Callaway early in the 2012 legislative session. They should support the people of Missouri and their right to live cleaner, safer and happier lives.

Kurt Weatherford • St. Louis County
Nuclear waste can earn its keep
It seems that, in light of what has been said about nuclear reactor waste and storage casks, that we are missing a significant opportunity: We could put the spent fuel rods into specially designed casks, equipped with generators powered by stirling cycle engines or with Peltier thermo-electric modules, to generate additional electricity for many years. Unlike both solar cells and wind turbines, they would provide steady and dependable power when and where needed. If we started doing this, nuclear waste would be able to earn its keep.

Geoffrey Gordon • Edwardsville

MISSOURINET

Bankers to discuss tornado victim finances (AUDIO)

by Bob Priddy on June 5, 2011

in Finance,Fires/Accidents/Disasters
Hundreds of people in Joplin have mortgages on buildings that no longer exist.  A meeting in Jefferson City today could determine how mortgage servicing companies  treat them. 

Attorney General Chris Koster has invited representatives of Missouri’s most important banks to a meeting in his office this afternoon to talk about what can be done to help the financial lives of Joplin resident. He hopes the meeting finds a way to keep people dealing with putting their lives together some slack in dealing with mortgages.

He says some financial institutions have better disaster protocols in place than others. Koster hopes the entire service industry can agree on a common procedure.

 
Listen to the Koster interview 5:15 mp3
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