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Blunt: Obama needs to better define goals in Afghanistan

June 24, 2011, Missouri News Horizon
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. — Missouri Senator Roy Blunt says President Obama “has totally failed” to define U.S. goals in Afghanistan. Reacting to Wednesday night’s presidential address on the future of U.S. troops in Afghanistan, Blunt says Obama needs to ensure that the U.S. leaves behind a stable government, and needs to spell out how continuing operations against Al Qaeda will continue in the coming years. Blunt says such planning is essential for the safety iof U.S. troops left behind as the draw down proceeds. “I don’t think the president has ever set those goals out,” said Blunt Thursday. “I hope he does, I would encourage him to.” — DA (Filed: 3:00 pm)

Blunt says Congress will challenge Army Corps' Missouri River plan


BY BILL LAMBRECHT • STLtoday.com | Posted: Thursday, June 23, 2011 12:07 pm | 

Flooding prompts the call for political solutions along the Missouri River.

WASHINGTON • The last overhaul of the Army Corps of Engineers' Missouri River bible of operations concluded in 2004 after 14 years of haggling with participants in the debate complaining they hadn't gotten what they want.

But Sen. Roy Blunt said today that as flooding worsens along the river, he is rounding up support in the basin for a new effort that would emphasize flood control as Army engineers' primary management task.

"I think we're going to have a legislative discussion about the master plan," Blunt, R-Mo., told reporters.

He was speaking after getting a sobering assessment today in Washington from Brig. Gen. John McMahon, commander of corps' Northwest Division, about the extent and duration of the flooding.

Blunt said he was told that the inflow from rain and snowmelt will significantly exceed any recorded since the corps started taking measurements in 1898.

"We're going to be dealing with flooding issues and high water issues along the Missouri until September," Blunt said.

Floodwater has triggered evacuations in the lower third of the river, breached at least a half-dozen levees and overtopped others, assuring major disruptions in Missouri farming this season.

In the St. Louis area, local corps officials have said that serious flooding can be avoided this summer absent persistent heavy rains. The decision to ramp up releases today from Gavins Point Dam, the easternmost of six Missouri dams, beyond flows scheduled just a week ago likely will intensify local planning.  

The corps' management has been challenged up and down the river, particuarly decisions on holding water in reservoirs this spring before weather conditions deteriorated.

Corps officials insist that their decisions were in line with its master manual, the document subject to the 14 years of recent scrutiny. The manual prescribes authorized purposes of the river based on legislation from the 1940s and recently has included provisions to assist recovery of federally protected species.

Blunt said he already has spoken to colleagues about pushing for changes, and he offered his version of what's most important. 

"I believe that the priority should be, first, flood control, and then navigation and then power generation, water supply, irrigation, wildife, and recreation," he said. "That doesn't mean recreation is not important; it just means that it's the last thing, and flood control is the first thing, and navigation comes right after that." 

He added: "I think it's going to require congressional involvement."

Rep. Blaine Luetkemeyer, R-St. Elizabeth, offered a similar assessment after meeting Wednesday in Washington with McMahon.

"We are currently asking the corps to juggle too many competing interests. Too much emphasis has been placed on recreation, habitat restoration and compliance with the Endangered Species Act," he said in a statement.

Jun 24, 12:59 AM EDT

Another river levee in northwest Missouri fails 
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ROCK PORT, Mo. (AP) -- Another Missouri River levee has failed in northwest Missouri, prompting evacuations in a mostly rural area of the state.

The National Weather Service issued a flash flood warning Thursday night after a levee about three miles north of Brownville, Neb. failed. The extent of the damage to the levee wasn't immediately clear.

Atchison County officials ordered anyone living in the area between Interstate 29 and the river in the county to evacuate.

The area near the latest failed levee is mostly rural, but the weather service said the flooding could affect Phelps City, Watson and Langdon, Mo.

At least two other levees in northwest Missouri failed this month, and others have been overrun by floodwater. Officials predict the river will remain overfull into August, so more levee problems are likely.

River rises, towns Evacuate, Blunt calls for review of river plan

June 24, 2011, Missouri News Horizon

By DICK ALDRICH
Missouri News Horizon

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. — As the surge of record water releases from the upper Missouri roll down the river, northwest Missourians scramble to hold back flood waters, and Senator Roy Blunt says it’s time to revisit the master plan for the river.

As of late afternoon Thursday, flood waters have broken through the last levee protecting the Holt County town of Fortescue, and a breach in a levee protecting the town of Watson in Atchison County lead to evacuation orders.

Meanwhile, the surge of water being released from the Gavins Point Dam on the upper Missouri is reaching St. Joseph. Residents along the river in northern Buchanan County are working on shoring up levees that are just inches from being overtopped. In some rural areas, farm land along levees is going under water due to seepage through the earthen structures.

In St. Joseph, the river is predicted to crest at 27 feet Saturday. At the 27 foot level, major flood stage is reached and portions of the northern part of city would be under mandatory evacuation orders. But Thursday, city officials said if the water does not go much above the 27 foot level, the evacuation order would not be given.

Meanwhile, more than 40 state roads are closed in Atchison and Holt counties due to flooding. Interstate 29 north of Rockport remains closed. MoDOT suggests using Interstate 35 to get through northwest Missouri into Iowa.

Senator Roy Blunt said Thursday he is not surprised by the level of flooding in northwest Missouri and said the Army Corps of Engineers master plan for the Missouri River needs to be revisited. Speaking to reporters from his office in Washington D.C., Blunt said for years, downstream politicians fought against upstream legislators who didn’t seem to place much stock in using the rivers series of reservoirs and dams for flood control purposes. Now, the upstream states may be paying for their insistence on holding back waters in the upper Missouri basin.

“A lot of the things that I was concerned about, and Congressman Graves was concerned about and Senator Bond was concerned about ten years ago, I think are proving to be real concerns,” said Blunt.

The master manual for the Missouri River was developed by the Corps of Engineers and, after a 14-year process, it was published in 2004. Almost immediately the plan drew criticism from downstream states because it was seen to favor upstream state’s wishes to withhold runoff water in the spring and early summer in order to fill reservoirs used for recreation and municipal water supplies. Downstream states argued water from the upper basin was necessary for power generation and river barge traffic on the lower Missouri.

Now, due to heavier than normal winter snows, a large lingering snowpack, and record setting spring rains in Montana and the Dakotas, water is overflowing reservoirs and river channels and the series of dams that regulate the flow of water from reservoir to reservoir can’t keep up with record inflows of water into the river system.

Blunt said floods last summer and record levels this year should have upstream congress members ready to take a look at changing the river’s master manual.

“Yeah, I think there’s going to be more of a flooding awareness in places like South Dakota that are having significant floods right now and don’t have much of a history of having floods,”
said Blunt. “We’re going to have to revisit (the master manual)”.

Memories of 1993 linger as mid-Missouri town prepares for coming flood

June 24, 2011
BY TIM SAMPSON

Missouri News Horizon

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. – On a wall inside Louie Wacker’s house there is a framed newspaper clipping of a photo taken during the historic 1993 Missouri River flood. That same flood is also the reason Wacker’s house now sits 10 feet higher than it used to.

“I don’t know if I’ll ever see something like that again,” Wacker said as he marked with his hand a point midway up the front door where he says the water rose to during that flood.

Whether or not the current surge of water slowly working its way down the Missouri River reaches the same level as in 1993 has yet to be seen, but for Wacker and the other residents of Lupus, Mo., news of rising water along the river has caused many to recollect about the flood that changed their entire town.

Lupus is a small town, even in the eyes of other small towns. According to the sign post on the only road into town, it has a population of 29 people. Situated midway between Jefferson City and Interstate 70, the entire town consists of six unpaved roads and little more than a dozen buildings. The only thing separating the residents from the river is a rail road track. There is not a single levee to be found.

But perhaps what makes the town truly stand-out is the unexpected height of all the buildings. Each of the houses that remain in Lupus following the 1993 flood were raise by about 10 or 12 feet to lift them out of the 100-year flood plain.

“This was a thriving little town at the time,” Wacker recalls. He’s lived in town 25 years.

He said that there used to be several more houses and a number of shops and employers. Now, a general story and city hall are the only public buildings that remain. Residents travel nearly 30 miles for a grocery store.

But those who stayed said the liked the river front location and affordable home prices. They don’t mind a long drive for food or work. And with the government paying to hoist their homes into the air and theoretically prevent their living quarters from ever being deluged again; many say dealing with regular floods is relatively easy.

“There isn’t a whole lot of preparation,” said Jim Denny, current resident and former mayor of Lupus. “You bring things up from the basement if you have anything important down there. And you make sure you have enough food.”

Floods typically come with little fanfare in Lupus. If the water gets high enough, residents will park their cars on higher ground and use boats to get around. Denny and his wife Sue, who is currently the mayor, may go over to city hall next door and make sure that important documents and equipment are moved up out of where the water may rise.

Although many state lawmakers have criticized the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers for triggering the flood by pursuing a river management plan they say puts recreational fishing in the Dakotas above homes and businesses downriver, Denny didn’t have any grievances with the Corps.

“What can you do? Let the dams top over,” he said.

Residents have been keeping up with the latest developments. Numerous towns in the northwestern part of the state have already been evacuated, and experts have predicted that the river in mid-Missouri could crest anywhere from 4 to 12 feet above flood stage.

Still residents are optimistic conditions won’t exceed the 1993 flood, in which many of their homes were flooded for more than 10 days.

That flood however was the result of an onslaught of rain. Wacker said it rained at least once a day for the 40 days leading up to the flood, causing him to compare it to the Biblical flood that forced Noah to build an arc.

“As long as we don’t have so much rain, I think we’ll be ok,” he said.

Farmers in Missouri floodway race to salvage growing season


BY STEPHEN DEERE • STLtoday.com | Posted: Friday, June 24, 2011 12:09 am | 

MISSISSIPPI COUNTY, MO. • The flames traveled in a crackling, jagged line, sending clouds of smoke across Mark Dugan's wheat field.

A few gold stalks survived the fire, and from a distance, glittered against the blackened earth.

Dugan, 59, was burning his harvest.

A wall of water swept over Dugan's land seven weeks ago, depositing chunks of driftwood, machinery and rubble from homes. To spot the debris, he must purge the fields of ruined wheat.

Dugan had long accepted the gambling nature of a farmer's life — just like his father and his grandfather. From them, he learned how to tip the odds. Rise at dawn, toil till dusk, repeat. So that's what he did until his hands grew thick and calloused, his neck became tan and creased, and his hair turned white.

Life is a struggle with forces he can't control: the whims of weather, the price of soybeans, the fertility of soil — and now, the destruction by the Army Corps of Engineers, who last month caused one catastrophe to avoid another.

The agency blew up a levee and flooded 130,000 acres of rich Missouri farmland to save the impoverished town of Cairo, Ill., five miles up the Mississippi River.

The wall of water shredded grain bins, washed away homes, tore apart foundations and carved out gullies hundreds of yards long. But more than anything, it inundated an already precarious existence with more uncertainty.

It's unclear whether the levee will ever be fully repaired, whether the nearly 100 homes in the floodway will be rebuilt and just how much land values will plummet because of the prospect of more floods.

"It was as devastating as anything they could have done," Dugan said. "Now that they've done it once, are they going to do it again?"

Last week, the corps announced it would fix part of what it destroyed, pledging to repair the levee up to 51 feet this year — 10 feet lower than before the blast.

The agency doesn't know whether rebuilding to the previous height is possible.

"That part is still dependent on funding," said Jim Pogue, a corps spokesman.

The only chance for the farmers to salvage some income this year is to plant a soybean crop by July.

But farmers have about twice as much work to do as before.

ADDING IT UP
The damage is still being tallied. This week, the Food and Agricultural Research Policy Institute — a joint research program of the University of Missouri-Columbia and Iowa State University — estimated crop losses in the floodway at $85.2 million, and the broader economic impact at $156.7 million.

For farmers, living and working in the floodway was just one in a series of wagers. And since 1937 — the last time the corps blew up the levee to relieve pressure on the swollen Mississippi — it had been a safe bet. Most of the floodway was swamp land then. While the value of the Missouri farmland rose through the decades, Cairo's fortunes fell. It went from a bustling river port of 15,000 people to a shell of a town with a population of roughly 3,000.

Farmers say the 1937 breach lowered the river's crest just a few inches. With such lackluster results, no one thought the corps would use that strategy again. Residents say this year's breach lowered the river by about a foot.

But the corps says the drop should be measured against the predicted crest. In that light, the Mississippi fell by 3.55 feet.

"It prevented the river from going significantly higher," Pogue said. "It operated the way we expected it to."

Pogue said the operation wasn't only about saving Cairo, but also relieving pressure on an entire system of levees.

"This was all part of a comprehensive plan to relieve stress," Pogue said. "And that's what it did."

'ABOUT HAD IT LICKED'
Still, the corps reasoning strikes most here as doublespeak.

Six years ago, Larry Allred and his wife, Cathy, built a 2,000-square-foot house about a hundred yards inside the floodway. The couple couldn't obtain a mortgage or flood insurance because of the home's location and spent $100,000 — much of their savings — to build it.

As the water rose, Larry Allred built his own 4-foot-high levee.

"We about had it licked, until they started playing with their little dynamite charges," Larry Allred said, his voice rising.

For days after the blast, the couple stood on a nearby ridge and watched mocha-colored water climb up their yellow siding. As soon as he could, Allred ripped out carpet, drywall and cabinets until all that was left were the studs.

"How would you feel?" said Cathy Allred as she walked through what had been her living room.

The Allreds will receive nearly $30,000 from the Federal Emergency Management Agency but estimate the repair costs at more than $60,000.

For 35 years, Milus Wallace, 60, lived two miles east of what would become one of three corps blast sites on the levee. The water knocked holes in his brick home, rushing over his pecan floors. It washed away the garden where his wife, Wanda, grew blackberries and asparagus, and crushed his five grain bins. Wallace was one of the few homeowners with flood insurance, but his policy covers only about half the cost of his $360,000 home.

Wallace farms about 1,600 acres in the spillway — much of it now under so much sand and silt that it looks like a desert. He hopes to get 500 acres of soybeans in this year.

Wanda Wallace wiped a tear from her cheek as she stood and looked over the levee crater left by the corps. She couldn't comprehend what she had lost until about three weeks ago.

"We had something to do every day," she said.

Now they spend their days fighting — against the corps to get the levee rebuilt, and against environmentalists who say the floodway should return to wetlands.

Mark Dugan's wife, Rebecca, who goes by the nickname "Rebel," resents that her husband worked 35 years to "bear the brunt of a disaster for someone else." She said if the corps wasn't going to rebuild the levee, locals would.

Last week, she drove through the floodway surrounded by acres of soybeans planted just a week earlier. Already the green sprouts had pushed their way through the dirt.

Sure, the couple were angry, but now they could return to the familiar rhythm — rise at dawn, toil till dusk, repeat — and the hope that it would tip the odds back in their favor.

"Our days," Mark Dugan said, "run together."

	Nixon hints may be more receptive to special session 


	By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter    

	Posted 5:02 pm Thu., 6.23.11 




Missouri Gov. Jay Nixon sounded a tad more receptive today about calling a special legislative session to deal with economic issues. But he continued to emphasize that the political players need to reach an agreement ahead of time on the various stumbling blocks that prevented a deal during the last legislative session.

Nixon's audience was made up largely of state and local business leaders at today's Regional Chamber and Growth Association luncheon, as part of its 2011 Public Policy Speaker Series.

"We were very close to getting those measures done,'' Nixon said, referring to a package of related measures that dealt with economic development and state tax credits. The deal died over disagreements between Senate Republicans who wanted to limit the state's increasingly expensive tax-credit programs -- particularly those dealing with historic structures and low-income housing -- and House Republicans who disagreed.

Nixon told reporters later that the tax credits for low-income housing were actually a more complicated matter to resolve than historic tax credits -- which he has sought to curb for years. But he declined to get specific.

Dan Mehan, chief executive of the Missouri Chamber of Commerce and Industry -- and involved in some of the behind-the-scenes talks -- said in an interview after Nixon's RCGA appearance that he believed there was a 50-50 chance of a special session. Mehan added that it would most likely be called for September, when legislators would be in Jefferson City anyway for the veto session, in which the General Assembly will decide whether to try to override Nixon's vetos of various bills.

Speaking to the RCGA, Nixon reaffirmed that he didn't want to call a special session "just to continue a discussion" -- but the governor pointedly avoided his pithier earlier statements (such as his May 13 comment, "We're not going call legislators into special session to have a taxpayer-funded debating society").

Nixon caught himself in mid-sentence and touched off chuckles when he joked to the RCGA crowd that "I don't want to be overly quotable."

In fact, the governor generally stuck to his traditional conciliatory playbook, unlike last Friday's standing-ovation-generating address to fellow Democrats, in which Nixon railed about "ideological extremists'' in Missouri and elsewhere.

In today's speech, he opted instead to allude in general to his concern that "there has been a degradation (in public discourse)...people 'bark' at each other."

Civility, said Nixon, "is a much better way to run a democracy and to run a state."

Focus on finances

To the RCGA, Nixon focused primarily on fiscal matters and touted Missouri's stronger economic position, as he saw it, compared to other states -- including neighboring Illinois.

"We will never have 'Washington, D.C., budget management' here in Missouri," the governor said (apparently ignoring his alleged ban against quotable comments). Referring to the state's balanced-budget mandate in its constitution, Nixon said, "We cannot spend money we do not have."

He cited $172.2 million in line-item budget withholdings he has made to the budget passed by the General Assembly for the fiscal year beginning July 1, out of a belief that legislators approved too much spending.

Nixon emphasized that he maintained a desire to keep down the costs of higher education and recalled that when he graduated from college and law school several decades ago, most students had accumulated little or no college-loan debt. Nixon said that allowed him and others then to buy a car and home quickly and make other purchases that help fuel the economy.

Now, he said, students graduate with such huge loans that they have to defer many purchases -- which he said also hurts the economy.

The governor also touched on a variety of other issues during a question-and-answer session at the luncheon and afterward with reporters: They included:

--- The proposed China cargo hub at Lambert Field: Nixon said he supported the general concept of expanding foreign trade but added that "there are a lot of moving parts'' in the Lambert proposal that still needed to be resolved. He noted the primary proposal to earmark $360 million in state tax credits for warehouse development around the airport and observed with such an investment, "you want to make sure it's spent correctly."

-- His veto this spring of Senate Bill 188: Nixon defended his opposition to the bill, a measure sought by business groups that would have made it more difficult for employees to sue their employers for discrimination. "I don't think we need to go backward to make sure the workplace is discrimination-free,'' the governor said.

--The deadly tornado that a month ago destroyed much of Joplin, Mo.: "I hope I never have to see a debris field like that (again) in my life."

-- A proposed sales tax on internet sales: Nixon indicated that he was aware that many small businesses say their operations are hurting because people can purchase items on the internet without paying sales taxes. The legislature has considered the idea, but both chambers have yet to approve it.

Later Thursday, Nixon's staff issued a statement aimed at making clear that he "is not in favor of increasing those taxes."

The statement added: "As he has shown over the past two years, Gov. Nixon is committed to balancing the budget and firmly holding the line on taxes."

--The future of the Rams in St. Louis: Nixon long has known Stan Kroenke, the wealthy Columbia, Mo.-based businessman who now is majority owner of the football team. Nixon praised Kroenke as "a solid owner'' of sports teams in Colorado and Europe.

Nixon sidestepped a question about his involvement in any talks regarding the Rams, saying, "I talk to our owners of our professional sports teams on lots of stuff."

A sports fan and former basketball player, Nixon did allow with a chuckle, "I got elected with a certain number of sports teams. I'd like to keep that number."

Lawmakers to study creation of Missouri health care exchange


BY JASON HANCOCK • STLtoday.com | Posted: Thursday, June 23, 2011 11:10 am | 

JEFFERSON CITY • Senate President Pro Tem Rob Mayer, R-Dexter, has appointed an interim committee to study whether Missouri should follow federal guidelines and enact a health insurance exchange.

The exchange would be a quasi-governmental body that would allow individuals and small business to compare and buy health insurance plans. Creation of an exchange is mandated in the federal health care reform bill passed last year. States have until 2013 to design the structure of the exchange and the criteria insurance plans must meet to be included. If they miss the deadline, the federal government will implement the law and make those decisions.

A bill creating the "Show-Me Health Insurance Exchange” cleared the Missouri House this year with unanimous support. The measure died in the state Senate, however, after several Senators expressed concerns. State Sen. Jane Cunningham, R-Chesterfield, denounced the legislation as a violation of Missouri law and a repeal of the will of the voters. Missourians voted in 2010 to prohibit governments from forcing individuals and businesses to purchase health insurance, as required by the federal health reform law.

Supporters argue that regardless of your opinion of federal health care reform, the state has no choice in the matter. If lawmakers don’t act the state will have no say in its exchange, they contend. And nothing in the exchange legislation would mandate anyone purchase health insurance. The bill's House sponsor, state Rep. Chris Molendorp, R-Raymore, often compared the exchange to the travel website Travelocity, where customers could simply compare plans and rates and buy insurance online.

"If you've been to a farmers market or to Travelocity, you've been to an exchange," Molendorp said earlier this year.

The Senate Interim Committee on Health Insurance Exchanges will research Missouri’s options regarding the establishment of a health insurance exchange.

“As the effective date of the federal health care legislation approaches and the numerous challenges to the constitutionality of the program make their way through the courts, I believe an interim committee is the best way to explore Missouri's options on the establishment of a health insurance exchange and the impact of state law on that exchange,” Mayer said in a statement announcing the committee.

Mayer named state Sen. Scott Rupp, R-Wentzville, as chairman of the committee. Other senators named to the committee include Cunningham, Jack Goodman, R-Mt. Vernon, Brad Lager, R-Savannah, Rob Schaaf, R-St. Joseph, Kiki Curls, D-Kansas City and Joe Keaveny, D-St. Louis.

The committee’s meetings will be held throughout the state, including St. Louis, Kansas City and Jefferson City. Dates for the meetings have yet to be announced.

Some yellow lights will yield more time for Missouri drivers 


BY KEN LEISER • STLtoday.com | Posted: Friday, June 24, 2011 12:01 am | 

Drivers may soon get a small reprieve when there's no time to brake for some stoplights.

By the end of this year, Missouri Department of Transportation engineers will slightly lengthen the yellow light timing at many of the roughly 2,000 traffic signals on state-controlled roads and highways. MoDOT officials hope that adding a few fractions of a second may reduce the number of traffic accidents at those intersections.

The move is driven by a national study that encouraged traffic engineers to give more weight to vehicle stopping distances at traffic signals, said Tom Blair, MoDOT's assistant district engineer in St. Louis. Those distances are heavily influenced by the car's speed and by driver distraction.

"Our staff looked at this one and said it is about time we look at the motorist's ability to stop," Blair said.

MoDOT's review also looks at the width of the intersection.

Don Hillis, MoDOT's assistant chief engineer in Jefferson City, said the state previously based signal timing on the need to move as many cars as possible through an intersection. Many signal intervals were fairly uniform. But a recent study suggested that intersections don't lend themselves to a one-size-fits-all approach.

Cars approach intersections at different speeds, and intersections have different dimensions, he said.

Since the work began earlier this year, Blair said, the time added to yellow lights in the St. Louis area has ranged from tenths of a second to 1.6 seconds in the case of Highway 141 and Astra Way in Arnold. The city was the first in Missouri to introduce red light cameras — including the one at that intersection.

Since the state increased the timing of the yellow light on Highway 141, the number of red light camera tickets has declined.

In addition to the intersection of Highway 141 and Astra, Arnold has installed red light photo enforcement cameras at three other locations. Based on figures compiled by the Arnold Police Department, the number of red light camera tickets recorded throughout the city dropped from 691 in January to 95 in May.

During that time, the most noticeable drop was at Highway 141 and Astra.

"There is no question that engineering, enforcement and education all play a role in reducing red light running," said Charles Territo of American Traffic Solutions, the city's vendor.

When engineers set yellow light signal timing, Territo said, they do so to optimize safety and traffic flow. But he said artificially lengthening the yellow light time could backfire by encouraging drivers to drive faster through the intersection.

A drop in traffic citations "is a good news story," said Territo, the company's vice president of communications, because "the goal of all programs is to change driver behavior."

But Matt Hay, a former Arnold councilman and founder of the website WrongOnRed.com, said the number of citations had actually risen over time — until the yellow light was lengthened. That cuts against heightened public awareness, he said.

Arnold Councilwoman Doris Borgelt agreed. Borgelt, a longtime critic of the red light cameras, has even pushed for flashing yellow lights on Highway 141 alerting motorists to stop when approaching the Astra intersection.

"What it suggests to me is that all along the timing needed to be changed," Borgelt said. "I have always advocated for a longer yellow light. A true safety measure." 

Jun 23, 2:54 PM EDT

Mo. jury rules for hog farm owner in odor lawsuit 
By MARIA SUDEKUM FISHER 
Associated Press
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KANSAS CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Weeks after a jury ordered a hog farm to pay dozen Missouri residents $2 million because of its foul smell, another jury rejected a farmer's claims in a similar case.

Vernon Hanes had sought $3 million, saying odors from a Premium Standard Farms hog farm in Daviess County damaged his use and enjoyment of his Daviess County property in northwest Missouri. But a jury in DeKalb County, where the case was moved, voted 9-3 Wednesday in favor of PSF.

The verdict followed a May decision by southwest Missouri jury awarding $2 million to about a dozen plaintiffs who claimed odors from a nearby hog farm owned by Iowa-based Synergy had ruined their way of life.

It also came about a month after Gov. Jay Nixon signed into law a measure limiting how much money people can win in certain lawsuits against farms and livestock producers. The law also aims to prevent neighbors from filing repeated nuisance claims for the same problems on the same farm.

The legislation limits compensatory damages to the amount of rent owners of neighboring properties would lose because of a "temporary nuisance" created by a farm or the amount by which the property's fair market value would drop if a "permanent nuisance" exited. It also requires that subsequent nuisance lawsuits involving the same properties and problems be treated as "permanent nuisance" claims in court.

(See: Report: Beijing-Shanghai railway speed claim faked)

Premium Standard Farms said last year that it might be forced to leave the state if it continued to be targeted by nuisance lawsuits that have already resulted in multiple multimillion-dollar awards against the company. In one case, a jury awarded $11 million to a group of 15 northwest Missouri residents.

Jean Paul Bradshaw, a lawyer for Premium Standard Farms, said the DeKalb County verdict was a victory for the company, which still has about a dozen other lawsuits pending against it.

"Every case is different, but much of the evidence is the same," Bradshaw said Thursday. "It does bode well. It shows that ... we've made some significant improvements."

Bradshaw said PSF has taken steps to cut down on odors at its sites. The Princeton-based company has about 97,000 sows that will produce about 1.8 million market hogs throughout its locations in six Missouri counties.

Charlie Speer, Hanes' lawyer, said Thursday he was disappointed with the DeKalb County verdict, but he remained confident in other cases he has pending against the company.

"These cases just come down to the facts of the individual plaintiffs," he said. "The jury just felt like his use and enjoyment had not been substantially impaired."

Speer also he planned to challenge Missouri's new farm lawsuit legislation, which he said takes away one's "right to breathe fresh air."

"We think it has a good chance of getting overturned," he said. 

	Edith J. “Edie” Spink: Ladue mayor for 20 years 


	By Gloria S. Ross, special to the Beacon    

	Posted 6:32 pm Thu., 6.23.11 

	Edith Spink, the longtime Ladue mayor who took her defense of a city ordinance barring yard signs all the way to the U.S. Supreme Court, died Tuesday morning at her home in Ladue. She was 90.

A funeral service will be at 11 a.m. Monday (June 27) at the Church of St. Michael and St. George.

[image: image3.jpg]e




Photo courtesy of Ladue City Hall

Edith "Edie" Spink

Mrs. Spink had an unwavering vision of what the city of Ladue should be, and she did everything in her power to protect it during her 20-year tenure as the city’s mayor. “Mrs. Spink’s vision was definitely the direction I wanted for Ladue,” said Charles Hiemenz, a 14-year member of the Ladue City Council, whom Mrs. Spink got involved in politics. “It’s why we moved to Ladue.”

Mrs. Spink said her adherence to the ordinances was simply a matter of aesthetics. "I think Ladue is an example of cleanliness, good housekeeping and appearances, which I think are important," she told the St. Louis Post-Dispatch in 1989.

The next year, the city of Ladue, with Mrs. Spink leading the charge, became embroiled in a landmark First Amendment case. The U.S. Supreme Court would ultimately declare the Ladue ordinance banning yard signs unconstitutional.

It was an unaccustomed loss for Ladue’s longest-serving mayor.

The accidental mayor

Edith Swift Jenkin Spink, who became universally known as “Edie,” was born in St. Louis on May 19, 1921, the daughter of Isabella Swift and William Jenkin. She received her bachelor's degree from Washington University and graduated from Washington University School of Law in 1945. She also attended The Vanderschmidt School in the Central West End, which offered clerical courses.

Mrs. Spink would become neither a practicing attorney nor a secretary. Instead, she married Charles Claude (“C.C.”) Johnson Spink, the publisher and owner of the St. Louis-based The Sporting News. For most of the first half of her life, she was a housewife and dedicated community volunteer. As she prepared to leave the mayor’s office in 1995, Spink said she had never wanted to become mayor and still maintained that she would have preferred her former roles. She told the Post-Dispatch that she ran for City Council at the urging of friends.

She served on the city council for five years, the last three as president.

But after dipping her toes into the political water, it was a short swim to becoming mayor. Mrs. Spink succeeded Richard Douglas Shelton.

“Edie Spink was an iconic figure in Ladue. As mayor for 20 years, she was arguably the most influential force in making Ladue the kind of city it is,” said her successor, Jean Quenon. “I think Ladue was her whole life.”

Mrs. Spink worked without a salary. Even so, she put in long hours and was known for being accessible to residents in one of the most affluent cities in the nation. She proved to a popular mayor, who didn’t face a serious challenger in almost two decades. But it wasn’t all smooth sailing. Her vigorous enforcement of the city’s many ordinances created friction.

Day in court

With her legal background and firm convictions, Mrs. Spink was not averse to letting the courts decide – and they often ruled in her favor.

In 1985, Ladue won a case against a couple who were living together without benefit of marriage. Three years later, the city sued to close the “Winter Wonderland” at Tilles Park because of traffic. The suit was withdrawn when a satisfactory traffic plan was drawn up.

There were other successes, but in 1994, in City of Ladue v. Gilleo, the U.S. Supreme Court handed the city and Mrs. Spink a resounding defeat: It invalidated an ordinance that banned most lawn signs in Ladue. The court upheld the decision of three lower courts, ruling unanimously that the ordinance violated the First Amendment.

"I believe that sometimes the First Amendment can be overruled by other instances," Mrs. Spink had said. "We'll live up to the Supreme Court decision as best we can.”

When Mrs. Spink retired the next year, she called the case one of her three disappointments as mayor. The other two were the defeat of a proposed 60 percent increase in the city's tax rate and the failure to get the state to build an environmentally friendly sound barrier along the western side of Interstate 170.

Moving on

She was in office 18 years before facing serious opposition. It came in 1993 from Dudley Grove, an attorney who said she entered the race partly to get Ladue to end the yard sign case, which cost the city approximately a half million dollars.

Mrs. Spink again prevailed, but it would be her last term in office. She decided not to seek re-election and hand picked her successor.

“I was honored when she asked me to succeed her,” said Quenon, who served four terms. “I told her I wasn’t sure I knew how to be mayor; she said ‘I’ll help you.’ And she did.” Quenon quickly put Mrs. Spink back to work, naming her head of planning and zoning.

But Mrs. Spink also began pursuing other interests, which included supporting Republican candidates. In 1995, she hosted a fundraiser for Sen. Richard Lugar of Indiana, who was seeking the Republican nomination for president, and in 1996, she opened her home to then National Republican Party chairman Haley Barbour, the current governor of Mississippi, to help raise money for the state Republican Party.

Mrs. Spink also served on the 1994 welcome committee for Emperor Akihito and Empress Michiko of Japan. She helped cover the costs of the trip, defraying the expenditure of government money.

An open hand

It wasn’t the first time that Mrs. Spink had helped out the government. In 1994, she gave the city of Ladue $5,000 as partial reimbursement for the yard sign suit and for plants. During her tenure, city officials adopted an ordinance that requires the replanting of trees when they are lost to construction.

Mrs. Spink and her late husband gave more than $2,000 annually to the St. Louis Garden Club and to the Garden Club of Ladue. In 1988, the Spinks underwrote the renovation of the old Flora Gate, the original entrance to the Missouri Botanical Garden. It was reopened as the Edith and Johnson Spink pavilion in 1989. Mrs. Spink oversaw the distribution of numerous pieces of artwork and books when her husband died in 1992. Organizations that benefited included the St. Louis Art Museum, the Garden, the Museum of Natural History, the Missouri Historical Society and the St. Louis County Library.

Mrs. Spink served on a number of boards and was often lauded for her generosity. In 1990, she was elected to the board of trustees of Ranken Technical Institute, becoming the first female board member in the college's 82-year history. She served as an emerita trustee of the Missouri Botanical Garden and as president of the Junior League.

She was selected as the 1959 Woman of Achievement by the old Globe-Democrat for her community service with the United Way of Greater St. Louis and other organizations.

“They had no children, but in so many ways, she nurtured this city as if it were her child,” Hiemenz said.

“We have lost a giant in our community; she was our greatest asset.”

Charlene Bry, the former owner of Ladue News, dedicated her recently published book, “Ladue Found: Celebrating 100 Years of the City’s Rural-to-Regal,” to Mrs. Spink. Mrs. Spink is survived by two nieces and numerous cousins.

Her funeral services will be at 11 a.m. on Monday (June 27, 2011) at The Church of St. Michael and St. George, 6345 Wydown Boulevard, in Clayton. Burial will be in the Spink family mausoleum at Bellefontaine Cemetery.

In lieu of flowers, memorial contributions may be made to the St. Louis Zoo Endowment Trust for the Spink Endowment Fund, the St. Louis Art Museum Foundation for the Spink Endowment Fund or to the Church of St. Michael and St. George for the Spink Endowment Fund.


	Blunt says tax hikes are out of the mix in budget-cutting talks 


	By Dale Singer, Beacon staff    

	Updated 1:05 pm Fri., 6.24.11 

	As talks to cut the budget and raise the nation's debt ceiling teeter on the brink of collapse, Sen. Roy Blunt, R-Mo., said Friday that a push by Democrats for an increase in taxes is not going to happen.

The effort to come to an agreement on how to fund the federal government veered off course Thursday when Eric Cantor, R-Va., the House majority leader, abruptly withdrew from negotiations being conducted by Vice President Joe Biden.

He said he left the talks because of continued Democratic efforts to include tax increases as part of the package to help achieve $2 trillion in savings. A deadline to raise the debt ceiling is looming on Aug. 2.

Before speaking to a meeting of the Regional Business Council in Clayton, Blunt told reporters that President Barack Obama needs to come up with solutions to the budget and debt problems, but increasing taxes will not win approval among Republicans in Congress.

He noted that back in December, before the Republican majority took office in the House and the Democrats controlled both chambers of Congress, the president said that "this is not an economy to raise taxes in."

"He couldn't get tax increases then," Blunt added, "and he is not going to get them now."

Asked what the solution to the stalemate might be, the freshman Republican said:

"I think it's the president's job to figure out what he has to do to get the debt ceiling increased. He's the president. It's his responsibility.

"If he can raise the debt ceiling with just Democrats, let him do that. But he's going to need Republican votes, and he's the guy who has to figure out how to get those Republican votes. There is no appetite for tax increases."

The White House said Friday that Obama would be meeting separately on Monday with Senate leaders Harry Reid and Mitch McConnell to try to move the talks along.

On other issues, Blunt said:

· The administration's decision to release 30 million barrels of oil from the U.S. strategic petroleum reserve is "all about election-year politics. It has nothing to do with energy." If the White House really wanted to do something to bring down stubbornly high gas prices, Blunt added, he would move to increase efforts to find more oil from U.S. sources.

· He has co-sponsored with Sens. John McCain, R-Ariz., and John Kerry, D-Mass., a resolution on continuing to use American resources to support the NATO operations in Libya. It would enable the U.S. support to continue for a year without the White House having to come back to Congress. On Friday, the House rejected a resolution to authorize the U.S. military intervention in Libya, and it is expected to vote later in the day to cut off funding for the Libya conflict. But Blunt forecast that these efforts would not succeed in the Senate.

· With record crests predicted, this is a good time to revisit the 2004 master plan of the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers for flood control on the Missouri River. He noted that flooding upstream, from Montana through North and South Dakota into Iowa, Nebraska and Kansas has prompted new concerns in those states that didn't seem too worried about flooding before.

Blunt said that the Corps needs to pay more attention to what should be its two top priorities on the river, flood control and navigation.

"We are not addressing those priorities as they are laid out," he said, "and I think you're going to see a lot of legislation and discussion on that subject."


GOP-leaning group launches ads criticizing Obama in Missouri, 9 other states

Posted on Fri, Jun. 24, 2011 06:04 PM

By BETH FOUHY

The Associated Press

A Republican-leaning independent fundraising group announced Friday it would launch a $20 million television campaign criticizing President Barack Obama's handling of the economy.

The ads, produced and financed by Crossroads GPS, will begin running Monday in 10 states, many of which are presidential battlegrounds.

Spokesman Jonathan Collegio said the group would spend $5 million initially on cable television nationwide and on broadcast TV in Colorado, Florida, Iowa, Missouri, Montana, Nebraska, North Carolina, New Mexico, Nevada and Virginia. Crossroads will spend a total of $20 million on the campaign over two months, Collegio said.

The 30-second ad illustrates how unemployment, the national debt and gas prices have all gone up since Obama took office in January 2009. It also suggests the $850 billion federal stimulus plan failed, with Obama acknowledging there weren't as many "shovel ready" infrastructure projects to fund with stimulus dollars as the administration had originally hoped.

"It's time to take away Obama's blank check," the announcer says.

The campaign represents Crossroads' first major national effort to shape the political debate in Washington. Crossroads GPS is an affiliate of American Crossroads, a Republican-leaning group with ties to Karl Rove, President George W. Bush's former top political adviser. Together, the groups spent more than $38 million to defeat Democrats in the 2010 midterm elections.

In a statement, Crossroads GPS president Steven Law said, "President Obama may have inherited a recession, but his policies have made things worse for everyday Americans by running up the debt and causing economic uncertainty."

The ad airs as Republican and Democratic congressional leaders are negotiating an increase in the nation's $14.3 trillion debt ceiling.

Obama plans to get involved in the negotiations next week as Democrats warn of catastrophic economic consequences if the ceiling is not increased. Republicans leaders say they will not agree to any debt ceiling increase unless it's paired with deep spending cuts.

American Crossroads was one of many groups formed to help Republicans after the Supreme Court eased restrictions on corporate spending in political campaigns in early 2010. Crossroads GPS, organized as a nonprofit group, is not required to disclose its donors.

Obama has criticized the Supreme Court ruling and the kind of unregulated, undisclosed spending it allowed. But Democrats lost control of the House and lost several Senate seats in 2010, in part because of the spending imbalance between Republican and Democratic leaning groups.

Several new Democratic groups have formed this year hoping to go compete with Crossroads and other conservative groups. One of those is Priorities USA, founded by former Obama White House aides Sean Sweeney and Bill Burton.

In a statement, Burton blamed Rove and other Republicans for the country's economic mess and said the Crossroads ad campaign showed they don't want to help fix it.

"Whether it's by running millions of dollars in negative ads about the economy or by walking away from critical economic talks in Congress, Washington Republicans are demonstrating an unwavering commitment to stopping any real progress on the economy," Burton said.

Rep. Vicki Hartzler targets military sex offenders

U.S. Rep. Vicky Hartzler wants to bar some sex offenders from being buried in national cemeteries.

Hartzler says her legislation would prevent military veterans convicted of sexual abuse of children from being buried in Arlington National Cemetery. It also would bar them from other national or state veterans' cemeteries and prevent them from receiving certain funeral honors.

A spokesman for the U.S. House member says the legislation was filed Friday and has 38 co-sponsors.

Hartzler, a Republican, says she came up with the idea from a town hall forum in Osceola where a constituent described how her father had sexually abused her yet was buried with honor in a national cemetery. Hartzler is calling the bill the "Hallowed Grounds Act."

Posted on Fri, Jun. 24, 2011 05:00 PM, The Kansas City Star

	Talent warns of bioterrorism threat, backs new approach to thwart it 


	By Robert Koenig, Beacon Washington correspondent    

	Posted 3:28 pm Fri., 6.24.11 

	WASHINGTON - Nearly a decade after the deadly anthrax mailings that the FBI later traced to a government scientist, former U.S. Sen. Jim Talent is warning that the nation remains vulnerable to a far more serious anthrax attack by foreign terrorists.

In testimony to a U.S. House Homeland Security panel on Thursday, Talent -- vice-chair of the bipartisan WMD Terrorism Research Center -- said it is significant that al-Qaida's new leader, Ayman al-Zawahiri (right), is an Egyptian surgeon with a past interest in potential agents of germ warfare.

"The old leader of al-Qaida [Osama bin Laden], who recently met his just deserts, had a background in construction. And I don't think it's any accident that the [terrorist] plans he developed involved attacking buildings," Talent said. "The new leader of al-Qaida's background is in medicine and infectious diseases." That fact, he warned, is "one more reason we worry about bioterrorism."

At the same congressional hearing, Dr. Robert P. Kadlec, a former special assistant to the president for biodefense, called Zawahiri "a less than mediocre leader ... who has and likely still aspires to attack the United States with anthrax." Various reports over the years have linked Zawahiri to efforts by al-Qaida operatives to obtain and weaponize virulent anthrax strains.

Kadlec said that a White House policy directive says that an unmitigated biological attack "could place at risk potentially hundreds of thousands of deaths and cost the nation over a trillion dollars. The letter attacks experienced in 2001 were just a small indication about the potential power of these weapons."

Talent, at St. Louis Republican, and former Sen. Bob Graham, a Florida Democrat, co-chaired the Commission on the Prevention of Weapons of Mass Destruction Proliferation and Terrorism, which issued a report in December 2008, called World at Risk, warning that the U.S. government needed to bolster its preparations to thwart bioterror attacks. A followup "report card," issued in early 2010, gave the government an "F" grade in the category, "rapid and effective response to bioterrorism."

Last year, Graham and Talent joined with key staff members of the now disbanded WMD Commission to form the non-profit WMD Center, which focuses most of its research efforts on bioterrorism -- advocating new approaches to detecting bio-attacks, bolstering vaccine stockpiles and ensuring that hospitals are prepared for an attack.

During his testimony Thursday at a joint hearing of two Homeland Security subcommittees, Talent said the WMD Center planned to issue a major report in October to assess the nation's capability of responding to a large-scale "biological event," whether a terror attack or an epidemic.

That timing nearly coincides with the 10th anniversary of the "Amerithrax" anthrax attacks, during which letters containing anthrax spores were mailed to news media and two Democratic U.S. senators, killing five people and infecting 17 others. After a massive inquiry, the FBI in 2008 linked the attacks to Bruce E. Ivins, a former top researcher at the government's biodefense laboratory at Fort Detrick, MD.

A decade later, bioterror remains a concern to some experts in Washington. On Friday, leaders of the House committee introduced a new bill, the "Weapons of Mass Destruction Prevention and Preparedness Act of 2011," which would implement some recommendations of the Graham-Talent WMD Commission. A companion bill is expected to be introduced in the U.S. Senate by Sens. Joseph Lieberman, D-Conn., and Susan Collins, R-Maine.

Among other provisions, the bill calls for the appointment of a special assistant to the president for biodefense, who would coordinate federal biodefense policy. The legislation also would require the development of a national biodefense plan and improvements in the nation's biosurveillance efforts to detect possible attacks. Other provisions would bolster the tools available to first responders, including voluntary vaccinations and response guidance for chemical, biological, radiological and nuclear incidents

Talent said he and the WMD Center supported many of the provisions of the legislation, adding that he would give priority to requiring the White House to name a top adviser for biodefense -- a position that Kadlec held until it was abolished two years ago.

"It is well within the capacity of our nation to address this threat. The issue here is less a question of resources or knowledge than it is one of leadership and purpose," Talent said in his written testimony. "Our nation must recognize that the danger of a bio-attack against the American homeland is a high priority threat."

Some critics of massive federal spending on biodefense -- which has been estimated at about $50 billion over the last decade -- argue that the only major attack in this country was perpetrated by a scientist in the biodefense establishment, in part to call attention to the threat and to convince Congress to devote greater resources to it.

But Talent said that "if the FBI is correct in its assertion that Dr. Bruce Ivins was the sole perpetrator of the 2001 anthrax letter attacks, then a single individual with no training or experience in weaponizing pathogens, and using equipment readily available for purchase on the internet, was capable of producing high-quality, dry-powdered anthrax. The only difference between producing enough material for several envelopes and enough material to attack a city is just a matter of a few months production work in a laboratory, rather than the few hours of late night work cited by the FBI investigation."

The former Missouri senator, who was defeated in his re-election bid in 2006, added: "The bottom line on the feasibility of bioterrorism is quite clear. Today, terrorists have ready access to pathogens, the capability to weaponize them, and the means to effectively dispense a biological weapon. There is no question on intent."

Asked whether he was worried about possible terror attacks originating from Pakistan -- which had been a safe haven for bin Laden and other al-Qaida leaders -- Talent said he was concerned that Pakistani security services "have been penetrated pretty effectively" by groups hostile to the U.S. and questioned why bin Laden had been able to live there undetected for so long.

Both Talent and Kadlec said they were worried about the potential costs of removing deadly pathogens and cleaning up contamination after a major biological attack. "If we're hit with anthrax, [cleanup costs] may be the biggest long-term issue," Talent said. "And we have no idea now what standards should be followed."

Kadlec agreed that "not enough consideration has been given to the cost of clean up. As witnessed during the 2001 anthrax letter attacks, cleaning a couple of buildings cost over a billion dollars. The cost of cleaning a city or subway system following a large-scale anthrax release is mind boggling. It is not clear that we know the costs of environmental cleanup or even how to do it."

Overall, Talent said, the threat of potential bioterrorism "is an issue that's going to be with us for a long time." He added that "we need a national intelligence strategy for dealing with biothreats -- and we don't have it."


Levee break upstream delays flooding near Kansas City

By MATT PEARCE The Kansas City Star

A Thursday night levee break has redoubled flood-fighting efforts in northwest Missouri.

It also has bought communities downstream a short reprieve.

Missouri River levels — already setting records on their way to what could be a historic flood this summer — dropped Friday near Kansas City after a levee failed near Watson in Atchison County, Mo., forcing evacuations west of Interstate 29 and threatening a water-treatment plant near Rock Port.

“Looks like it’s pretty sure it’s going to be in danger,” Mark Manchester, deputy emergency management director for Atchison County, said of the plant.

He said crews were strengthening a berm around the plant and that helicopters were dropping large sandbags on the nearby Mill Creek levee, which was “deteriorating greatly.”

Meanwhile, as Army Corps of Engineers officials requested that the Missouri River be closed to all boating traffic north of Leavenworth, the water rushing out of the river and into Atchison County has slowed the flood’s march downstream.

“I hate to say that (we’re ‘lucky’), because it’s bad for the people up north and our prayers are with them, but the side effect is that it takes the pressure off us for a couple days,” said Trey Cocking, city manager for Atchison, Kan.

Until Thursday evening, crests had been nearing the “major stage” of 30 feet at Atchison, a height that Cocking called “untested territory” for the river town.

An updated forecast calls for the levels just north of Kansas City to drop several feet over the weekend before they begin their almost inevitable climb back up — a product of the massive floodwater releases from upriver dams that are expected to keep coming all summer.



Corps letter causes dust-up 
Army Corps of Engineers officials are blaming “unfortunate timing” for some ruffled feathers over a letter that recently was sent to 17 northwest Missouri residents.

A copy of the letter, obtained by The Star, showed the Army Corps offering to buy private land along the Missouri River for a wildlife conservation project. The letter was dated June 6, when floodwaters were beginning to rise.

“Some people took it as a slap in the face,” said Tom Waters, president of the Missouri Levee and Drainage District Association, which represents a consortium of interests along the river.

Karl Mueller, chief of civil works for the Army Corps’ Kansas City office, said the agency was not taking advantage of the flooding to buy land and that the letters were part of a longstanding project. He said several people interested in selling their property had called.
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‘Just didn't know when’

Northwest Missouri town preps for quickly approaching waters

	
	Jimmy Myers
St. Joseph News-Press 


POSTED: 10:57 pm CDT June 24, 2011

ROCK PORT, Mo. — An estimated 300-yard gap in a levee west and north of Rock Port in Atchison County is flooding thousands of acres of farmland and small communities.

The breach occurred Thursday around 9 p.m. on levee 550, which is about 7.5 miles northwest of the Rock Port water plant. The water was expected to reach the vicinity of Rock Port’s water plant between Friday evening and this morning, said Mark Manchester, emergency management director for Atchison County.

Approximately 250 residents have been displaced in Atchison County due to the flooding.

The men who witnessed the breach were patrolling the levee and had to scramble to safety before putting the call out to the communications network, which uses social media and text messaging to alert residents and emergency workers. Sirens were also sounded throughout the bottom that alerted residents that it was time to go, Mr. Manchester said.

Michael Goins, president of the Rock Port City Council, said the communications network has been extremely helpful in not only informing the public and helping to organize volunteers when needed, but it also helps to quell rumors or speculation.

Curtis Elam, Rock Port’s chief of police, spearheaded the four-week effort to protect the water supply, which is west of Rock Port in the flood plain. If the plant is compromised, the nearly 1,300 residents of Rock Port will be without water. They’ve created a berm wrapped in plastic and reinforced with sandbags around the plant. Reinforcement work continued in earnest Friday, with floodwaters heading their way.

Early Friday morning, Mr. Elam popped over the bluff that separates Rock Port from the river bottoms on his drive to the plant, and got his first glimpse of what he was preparing for but hoped he would not see.

“I got nauseous,” Mr. Elam said of the view of water filling in the expanse of land west northwest of U.S. Highway 136. “Simple as that.”

A group of workers, which included inmates from the prison outside of Maryville, Mo., filled sandbags in town while trucks delivered trailers full to the water plant. An estimated 50,000 bags have been filled and used thus far.

The fear is that debris and about 1,000 loose railroad ties north of the water plant will chip away at the berm.

“Those will just be missiles when the water comes up,” said Mr. Goins.

Scott Jones, assistant fire chief of Rock Port, said Friday that they could be filling sandbags into the night.

“We’re just going as hard as we can go anyway,” said Mr. Jones when asked if the breach had affected their efforts, though he couldn’t say for sure if there would be a “quitting time” Friday evening.

Mr. Jones said before the breach there was some sentiment in the general populous that the flood wouldn’t get worse than what they experienced in 1993. At that time, floodwaters were 4 feet from the water plant.

“I think they’ve all come to the conclusion now that we’ve got a big cat by the tail and we’ve got to do something,” he said. “I figured it was coming, I just didn’t know when.”

Northbound traffic on Interstate 29 only goes as far as Rock Port. Traffic is detoured east on U.S. Highway 136 through the town and then north again on U.S. Highway 59. Highway 136 to the west is now blocked just past the water plant and controlled by the Atchison County Sheriff’s Department and the National Guard.

The Missouri River at Brownville, Neb., near Rock Port, was 44.7 feet on Thursday before dropping more than a foot after the breach. The previous record crest was 44.3 feet in 1993.
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Flooding prompts evacuations in Mo., closes park 
By CHRIS BLANK 
Associated Press
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JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Missouri River flooding prompted state officials Friday to close a park near the swollen river and forced some residents in northwestern Missouri to flee.

Lewis and Clark State Park between Kansas City and St. Joseph was closed, but park officials already had removed equipment and prepared for high water because the park is on an oxbow lake near the Missouri River and has flooded in the past. People camping in the park were allowed to move to another park farther south, and officials were monitoring water levels to determine when Lewis and Clark State Park could be reopened.

Floodwaters upstream inundated bottomland in Atchison County, and residents were leaving after a levee failed Thursday night. Officials said the levee breach was about three miles from a bridge crossing the Missouri River and appeared to be about 300 yards wide. Phelps City was flooded, and water was entering nearby Watson and Langdon, threatening the roughly 250 people living in those towns, officials said.

In Watson, the water was rising Friday as Wenona Fischer made final sweeps through her home to gather some heirlooms and smaller items left behind when her bigger possessions were moved. Fischer said a big flood in 1993 did not compare to what they were seeing now.

"We are surprised that we had this much this fast. We were not expecting this," said Fischer, 56. "In 1993 when it flooded, it was nothing like this. This is a lot quicker, and a lot faster."

(See: Sand shortage causes concern for flood fighters)

She estimated water was about a foot deep around lunchtime Friday and said it had risen several inches in about an hour.

The area could see water for some time. The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers has been releasing water from upstream dams after heavy rain and snow melt. Water releases at the Gavins Point Dam in South Dakota hit 160,000 cubic feet of water per second Thursday, and the Army Corps plans to continue releasing water at that rate until at least August.

Several areas downriver got some temporary relief Friday. In southeastern Nebraska near the Cooper nuclear power plant, the National Weather Service said the Missouri River had dropped by more than a foot, but forecasters expected the water to rise this weekend.

Sen. Roy Blunt met Friday with officials from the Jefferson City area to discuss flood preparations around the capital city, where the river was just below flood stage. Officials described their efforts, such as finding places to stay for people who commute to jobs in Jefferson City if highways are closed. Although many homes in Jefferson City are in the bluffs or away from the river, flooding could threaten several houses and businesses, hotels, some city streets, an airport and a water treatment plant.

Speaking on a boat ramp near the state Capitol, Blunt said the Army Corps did a good job implementing the current plan for managing the Missouri River but that it was time to revisit that plan and consider changes. Blunt said flood control should be the top priority.

"It's a real opportunity to look at the plan again," he said.

Blunt and Rep. Sam Graves were to take an air tour of flooded areas Saturday and meet with residents and local leaders in Rock Port and St. Joseph. 

Flood barriers placed along Katy Trail in Rocheport

Friday, June 24, 2011 | 6:45 p.m. CDT, The Columbia Missourian

BY Anthony Schick
ROCHEPORT — The Katy Trail Bed and Breakfast has had about a half-dozen cancellations this summer from patrons scared off by Missouri River flooding.

For Brett Dufur, owner of the bed and breakfast, the problem is that Rocheport isn't flooded — and won't be any time soon.

"Rocheport doesn't actually sit in the floodplain," Dufur said. "A lot of people have a false perception of that. Rocheport is still high and dry, and we expect it to be for a while."

On Wednesday, Dufur and the low-lying reaches of Rocheport gained extra flood protection. A crew of about 15 Boone County workers laid a row of concrete Jersey barriers along the Katy Trail.

Crews expect to have 1,700 feet of the concrete slabs in place and lined with plastic by Friday evening. The barriers, each standing 3 feet high and weighing 2 1/4 tons, act as a levee that withstands river levels up to 34 feet. The properties directly behind the trail would flood at 31 feet without the barrier.

Friday was the second time since 2007 that barriers have been placed along the trail in Rocheport for flood protection, Rocheport Mayor John Zondca said. The trail remains open until floodwaters reach the barriers, he said.

The barriers need to be lined with sandbags to become water-tight and fully effective, Zondca said. When the river reaches 27 feet, those sandbags will be put in place, as will sandbags along Moniteau Creek, which backs up into a handful of properties when the river floods.

"We're not sandbagging anywhere yet," Zondca said. "This is the part that requires the most heavy equipment, so we'll get it out of the way now. That way, if something does happen in the next three or four weeks and we're busy, we don't have to do an emergency pull off. They're just preparations so that we won't be caught behind the 8-ball on anything."

Rocheport proper sits well above the Missouri River's floodplain. Flooding from the record 37.1-foot crest at Boonville was limited to low-lying houses and businesses along the Katy, including Dufur's Bed and Breakfast. The Missouri River was 22.9 feet on the Boonville gauge Friday and is forecast to dip below its 21-foot flood stage Monday for the first time in weeks.

Zondca said he has aspirations to elevate the lowest portion of the trail in Rocheport at least 3 feet to give the town a natural levee for flood stages up to 35 feet. The plan would cost somewhere between $150,000 and $200,000, he said, and Rocheport can't afford it. It costs the county about $150,000 to set and remove the barriers, which is why Zondca hopes for a more permanent solution.

"If we have to do this every three or four years, it makes sense," Zonca said. "In the two years we've laid it, we've spent at least the same amount of money."

Corps of Engineers may raise southern crevasse to protect floodway

Sunday, June 26, 2011
By Erin Ragan ~ Southeast Missourian

NEW MADRID, Mo. -- U.S. Army Corps of Engineers crews were assessing a possible need to raise an area in the southernmost crevasse in the Birds Point-New Madrid levee as water at the Ohio River gauge at Cairo, Ill., continues to climb toward a 41.5-foot crest forecast for early this morning. 

Jim Pogue, the corps' Memphis district spokesman, said there is no certainty the Mississippi River below its confluence with the Ohio will actually overtop any part of the levee, but the corps is determining what action, if any, will need to be taken. 

Pogue said the northernmost crevasse can hold back a 44-foot measurement on the Cairo gauge, while the middle crevasse, which was stabilized and heightened Thursday with a temporary berm, should hold off water when the gauge reaches between 43 and 44 feet. In the southernmost crevasse, there could be some overtopping at the highest point if the water at Cairo reaches 41.5 feet, Pogue said, but it should be minimal. 

"If we start to see some water go over, it will be minor flows, meaning not a lot velocity, not a lot of water, and it would be short-lived," Pogue said. 

He said the duration of any inflow of water in the southernmost crevasse would last a day or two at the most. Only a small area near the breach, for which Pogue said he was unable to give specifics for, would likely be affected. 

Pogue said Saturday the corps would continue to watch river forecasts closely in the area but that it doesn't appear any action is necessary. 

Nixon announces programs to aid Joplin businesses

Posted on Fri, Jun. 24, 2011 05:04 PM, The Kansas City Star

The Missouri Department of Economic Development will use $50 million in bond money to help Joplin-area manufacturers recover from the May 22 tornado.

Gov. Jay Nixon was in Joplin Friday to announce $75 million in awards and modifications of existing programs aimed at helping business and industry in the Joplin area. Two-thirds of that funding comes from Private Activity Tax Exempt Bond capacity that has been set aside to aid the region.

Among other things, the governor also announced tax credits aimed at generating $14 million for investment for the Joplin Area Chamber of Commerce Foundation. The funds will be used for business assistance, land acquisition and other activities related to the tornado recovery. 

	Chinese delegation visits local bio-tech and clean-energy firms 


	By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter    

	Posted 6:53 pm Fri., 6.24.11 

	Area business and political leaders were busy Friday hosting and meeting with a 20-member business delegation from China, who stopped in St. Louis -- and will spend Saturday in Chicago -- before attending an international biotechnology convention in Washington.

According to the Regional Chamber and Growth Association, the delegation was made up of representatives of "biotech and clean-energy related business." Those meeting with the group this morning included U.S. Sen. Roy Blunt, R-Mo., St. Louis Mayor Francis Slay, RCGA president Richard Fleming and Mike Jones, Midwest China Hub Commission Chairman.

But Jones said in an interview that one topic was not discussed: the aggressive regional effort to persuade China to locate a freight hub at Lambert-St. Louis International Airport. The effort also is known as "the Big Idea."

"This was purely a business marketing trip, from their standpoint and from ours,'' Jones said. "But it is an aspect of what we've been trying to achieve -- a totally integrated relationship" that would include business and trade connections, as well as that sought-after hub.

The delegation was from the China Investment Promotion Agency (CIPA), which is part of the China Ministry of Commerce. According to the RCGA, "the delegation is led by Mr. Yu Hua, Deputy Director General of CIPA. Director General Yu led a 30-member plant and life sciences delegation to St. Louis last May."

While in town Friday, the delegation stopped at Monsanto Co. and at the Danforth Plant Science Center. Other stops included "the recently-announced Gallus BioPharma, the Biomedical Magnetic

Resonance Laboratory at Washington University, HOK, and the Consortium for Clean Coal Technology at Washington University," the RCGA said.

During their meeting with local officials in Clayton, the RCGA said that Blunt and Slay "stressed the unique capabilities of the region including our life science assets, unparalleled research institutions, and central location in the geographic center of the country."

The RCGA added, "Beyond the cargo hub, the mission of the trip is to strengthen the business-to-business economic ties with Chinese business leaders and government leaders to create a commercial hub as well which will provide a market for Midwestern goods in China and vice versa. Representatives from several Chinese biotech and clean energy firms along with representatives of various high-tech zones and business parks comprise the delegation."

The release continued: "The mission is to reinforce to the delegation that St. Louis is a 'laboratory' from which they can work independently to take advantage of the world-class science and research that occurs here, or collaboratively and in concert with a well-developed infrastructure designed to nurture and launch new technologies with global applications."

The Chinese delegation, in turn, "is most interested in identifying U.S. companies that could partner with Chinese researchers,'' the release added. "CIPA has called out several specific companies with whom they are meeting within the life sciences and clean energy industries that are active in China or have an interest in pursuing cooperative partnerships with Chinese companies."


	Made in Missouri label may be harder to get on movies 


	By Ray Carter, Beacon intern    

	Posted 12:25 pm Fri., 6.24.11 

	Remember the buzz when George Clooney was in St. Louis to shoot a movie? And remember the buzz when that movie, "Up in the Air," was nominated for major film awards? Well, all that good feeling may be a little harder to get, now that Gov. Jay Nixon has closed down the Missouri Film Commission.

For St. Louis or any other part of the state, for that matter, attracting film companies and getting a movie shot can be complicated. "You need to shoot the location; you need someone to do lighting. A film office can answer a question such as, 'Who do you call to find this location?'" said Gary Hansen, business rep for Missouri's IATSE local 493.

While Nixon has ordered the designated film office closed, the state still has tax credits for film companies. But the $4.5 million available annually is a fairly small amount.

Cliff Froehlich, executive director of Cinema St. Louis, says that the last major film proposal, Paramount's "Fun Size," applied for a $4.5 million tax credit. The Department of Economic Development rejected that, offering  only $1 million and the project went to Ohio.

Froehlich says that closing the office can hurt the local arts community in different ways.

"A lot of people think that it doesn't make any sense. Gov. Nixon ended up eliminating a two-person operation," said Froehlich.

Hansen says, "Legislators said that the courting of films is a big city thing. But we filmed 'Winter's Bone' in a rural area, Forsyth, Mo."

According to Hansen, the state started attracting a few low-budget ($1 million-$3 million) science-fiction films. After those productions were successful, bigger Hollywood studios came knocking on the film commission's door.

"We showed the state house that we went from doing sci-fi films to George Clooney starring in 'Up in the Air.' Legislators should be able to see that," said Hansen.

Hansen and Froehlich were both surprised that even though "Winter's Bone" and "Up in the Air" received Academy Award nominations, it did not affect Nixon's decision.

Hansen admits that incentives can be complicated and controversial with legislators. With tax credits, many movie companies wind up selling them back to other Missouri-based businesses at a cheaper rate. But attempts to eliminate the tax credit have so far failed.

"There are economic studies on both sides of the aisle. Some say that you can gain business; some studies suggest that you're giving away money without getting anything back," said Froehlich.

Froehlich says that there will be quite a bit of chaos, because the economic development office, where movie requests will now go, may not be equipped to handle the entertainment industry.

"Chances are a lot of stuff for films isn't going to happen. There's going to be frustration, and a lot of film companies are going to find other places to film," said Froehlich.

Hansen thinks the economic recession is making the Missouri legislature shortsighted. His union represents people who work in the film industry of Missouri, and he says closing the office can mean the loss of more than just two state jobs.

"It's like burning blankets to stay warm," said Hansen.

Froehlich agrees that the economic benefit of filming large productions can be big as crews are willing to spend money on hotels and other services.

Cinema St. Louis has grown in recent years, according to Froehlich. "We present the films, we don't make them. We have several different festivals; and this year is the 20th anniversary of St. Louis International Film Festival (Nov. 10-20)."

Froehlich thinks the film commission had an important role in communicating between film productions and local areas, such as St. Louis. Major film such as "White Palace," "Up in the Air" and "Winter's Bone" all had St. Louis connections. He's also excited about the St. Louis Filmmakers Showcase (Aug. 13-18) featuring the work of local directors, actors and producers.

The nonprofit organization wants to educate community members on the importance of film-making in Missouri. It's not just about making money, Froehlich said, "We have educational impacts on the city. For example, the Pulitzer Foundation offered a free screening event for local schools, which displayed 14 local films at no cost."

Whether more of those films will be made in Missouri is, well, up in the air.


Missouri housing official lives in Kansas

Posted on Fri, Jun. 24, 2011 10:59 PM

By STEVE KRASKE

The Kansas City Star

Some Missouri Republicans are complaining about the executive director of the Missouri Housing Development Commission, who lives in … Kansas.

Margaret Lineberry has resided in an Overland Park home for more than 20 years. She became the commission’s executive director in August.

“With unemployment at 9 percent, you’d like to think that the governor … could find qualified Missourians to fill those positions,” said state Rep. Ryan Silvey, a Kansas City Republican.

Lineberry isn’t buying it. She said she’s been paying Missouri income taxes for nearly 40 years and has practiced law in Kansas City for most of that time. She’s a graduate of the University of Missouri School of Law.

“I have as much motivation as anybody living in the state of Missouri to make sure that these programs are administered properly,” Lineberry said.

State law does not require board members or top administrators such as Lineberry to live in Missouri.

Questions about her residency follow similar concerns raised about the commission’s chairman, Jeffrey Bay.

The St. Louis Post-Dispatch reported earlier this month that Bay lives in Arkansas. Bay and his wife own a home in Rogers, Ark., and have received a Homestead Tax Credit. The credit can only be claimed on a person’s principal residence.

But on Thursday, Bay said the home is his wife’s principal residence, not his. 

The couple bought the Arkansas house together, but his wife pays the mortgage, he added.

“Am I the first fellow to have a second home? I don’t think so,” Bay said. 

Bay said he lives in Gladstone, votes there, has a law office in the area and carries a Missouri driver’s license. He resigned his post as a Parkville alderman this year after news reports questioned whether he lived there — or in Gladstone.

That controversy caught the attention of Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder, a Republican, who wrote to Democratic Gov. Jay Nixon, asking whether Nixon still supported Bay as the housing commission’s chairman.

Bay has remained in the job, and a Nixon spokesman said Thursday that it’s up to the commission to deal with residency questions.

Other members of the commission — which provides millions in tax credits each year to developers to build homes for the poor and elderly — are Nixon, Kinder, Attorney General Chris Koster, state Treasurer Clint Zweifel and former Kansas City Councilman Troy Nash.

They all live in Missouri, but under the law they don’t have to. 

Some lawmakers think it’s time for that to change. In fact, a law that would have required the commission’s executive director to live in Jefferson City was debated but did not pass the General Assembly this year.

However, State Rep. Mike Talboy, a Kansas City Democrat, backs a residency requirement.

“There’s a strong argument that if you’re working for the state of Missouri, especially in a capacity that deals with that many taxpayer dollars, that you want to have that person living in the state,” Talboy said.

MWSU tuition hike approved

	
	Jimmy Myers
St. Joseph News-Press 


POSTED: 10:49 pm CDT June 24, 2011

Missouri Western State University’s proposed 5.5 percent tuition increase has met with approval by the state higher education commissioner.

David Russell said in his letter to Missouri Western on Friday that he appreciates the university’s patience and finds the 5.5 percent increase “sufficiently warranted.”

“I am grateful for your leadership and patience as we worked through this difficult issue,” Mr. Russell said in his response to Western’s revised tuition hike, which came down from 6.33 percent.

The governing boards of Missouri’s public universities set the tuition for their students, but the Higher Education Student Funding Act requires increases to be limited to that of the consumer price index. The penalty for increasing beyond that limit (around 1.5 percent this year) is up to 5 percent of the school’s state appropriation.

Several schools applied for penalty waivers this year in light of the state budget situation and the diminished appropriations from the state, which is 8.2 percent less this year for Missouri Western.

The university was informed last week that it would not receive a penalty waiver with the original tuition increase. On Wednesday, during its monthly meeting, the board of governors addressed the issue and approved a lower tuition in the hope of gaining a waiver. President Bob Vartabedian sent Mr. Russell the revised tuition information Thursday morning.

Missouri Western’s board raised tuition by 2.98 percent last year, but didn’t pass it on to the students. The move was approved by the governor and carried out by most public institutions.

A 5.5 percent increase, tacked on to what the board did last year, represents a difference of about $16.50 per credit hour more than what students are currently paying.

Missouri Western’s current in-state, undergraduate base tuition is $166.40 per credit hour, fees not included. School officials say their tuition is the third-lowest in the state. The new cost will go into effect this fall.

Missouri River levee breaches continue

By GLENN E. RICE

The Kansas City Star

High water — an unwelcome guest in many parts of northwest Missouri — will be in no hurry to leave, U.S. Sen. Roy Blunt said Saturday.

“Once the river gets up, it will likely stay up through all of August and for the St. Louis area perhaps well into September,” said Blunt after an aerial tour of affected areas with fellow Missouri Republican U.S. Rep. Sam Graves.

“The amount of water is going to be great, and it is going to be with us for a long time, which is something we normally don’t have to deal with.”

Missouri River levels dropped near Kansas City on Friday after a levee failed near Watson in Atchison County, Mo. The failure forced evacuation west of Interstate 29 and threatened a water treatment facility near Rock Port.

At the Wheeler Downtown Airport, Col. Anthony Hofmann, commander of the Army Corps of Engineers’ Kansas City office, attended the Saturday press briefing with Blunt.

Expressing confidence in the corps’ levee system, Hofmann said, “Those federal levee systems are built to high standard.” 

The levees that have been breached to date were not corps structures.

As the flows prompt sandbagging and evacuations from North Dakota to Parkville and beyond, the corps’ actions are being questioned. Some elected officials, including Kansas Gov. Sam Brownback, call for a 9/11-type federal commission on the issue.

Downstream states have long complained that the corps tends to favor those upstream who want the reservoirs used for recreation and municipal water supplies. This year, the reservoirs were so full from record snowmelt that they could not handle unusual spring rains, too. 

The corps on Thursday released 160,000 cubic feet of water per second from the lowest dam on the Missouri River.

“You have record amounts of runoff that created this,” Hofmann said. “The game changer was the rain in Montana, the Dakotas and Wyoming that was un-forecasted by anyone.”

Blunt said Saturday that the corps’ management plan for the reservoirs would need to be revised. But he said the corps had done an excellent job of managing the situation.

“The government will do what it can do,” he said. “It will be a challenging summer, but I think people up and down the river are willing to meet that challenge.”

Upstream, Omaha, Neb., was hit by more than two inches of rain that forced pumping to remove water pooling near the stadium hosting the College World Series. Pumps also were deployed to keep open the main route to the airport.

On the other side of the river, the American Red Cross is opening an aid station in Council Bluffs, Iowa, to help residents forced from their homes because of flooding. The organization already is operating shelters in Malvern and Missouri Valley in Iowa and at Peru State College in Nebraska.

More evacuees may be coming from Harrison County, Iowa, where a new levee breach, reportedly spanning 100 yards, opened Saturday morning just south of U.S. 30.

The county was going door-to-door, warning residents that an evacuation may be ordered. U.S. 30 between Missouri Valley, Iowa, and Blair, Neb., remained open, and work was being done to protect the highway.

Blunt visits Rosecrans to tour flooding

Dave Hon
St. Joseph News-Press

POSTED: 5:26 pm CDT June 25, 2011UPDATED: 6:11 pm CDT June 25, 2011
Rising with the Missouri River are also questions ... and rumors.

During a meeting with the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers at Rosecrans Memorial Airport on Saturday, U.S. Sen. Roy Blunt learned about flood conditions in Northwest Missouri. Mr. Blunt’s appearance also gave the Corps the opportunity to answer questions posed by community leaders and citizens.

“I learn things better when I see them than when I read about them,” Mr. Blunt said.

Buchanan County Sheriff Mike Strong thinks the Corps is doing an excellent job, but he still receives questions from residents in the county.

“We get calls about possible dam failures and structure failures,” he said. “This is the most informative meeting and direct-answer meeting I’ve been to since I’ve been going to these meetings. That helps us quell the rumors when we get those calls.”

One rumor the Corps hopes to clarify is how the flooding began, and what caused the Corps to release more water than previous years from Gavins Point Dam in South Dakota.

Tony Hofmann, commander colonel of the Corps’ Kansas City district, said a perfect trifecta of precipitation caused the situation in the upper river basin.

“The game changer was the early May rain in Montana, Wyoming and the Dakotas ... it was the second largest rainfall in May in the history of the basin since 1898,” Col. Hofmann said. “The Corps had projected the plains snow and the snow pack, but nobody had projected the amount of rain in those three states.”

The Corps assured community leaders that even though river levels have fallen in the past few days, the situation is far from over. With Gavins Point Dam outputting 150,000 cubic feet of water per second, it’s only a matter of time before the levels rise again.

With federal levees such as L-455, which protects nearly $1 billion in private investment, the Corps has faith they will hold. “I think we have the best levee system in the country,” said Judd Kneuvean, emergency management chief with the Corps.

But with the agricultural levees, Mr. Kneuvean said there’s more water than there is levee.

“We’re putting an emphasis on collecting performance data. We’re not in charge of the surveillance,” he said. “The levee districts are still in charge. If they have issues that pop up, we can look at them day or night.”

Another issue addressed was how community leaders can squelch rumors that levees are breached. Mr. Kneuvean said the Corps’ presence in an area does not mean a levee has been breached.

Congressman Sam Graves had been scheduled to attend, but was unable to, due to morning thunderstorms. Sen. Blunt flew from Rosecrans to the Charles B. Wheeler Downtown Airport in Kansas City. The flight gave him a view of flooded areas.

Sen. Blunt had a final remark for the Corps and its work with levees.

“Thanks for all you’re doing,” he said. “And if you’re riding through hell, keep on riding.”

Jun 25, 4:03 PM EDT

Tornadoes, floods deliver blow to state budgets 
By DAVID A. LIEB 
Associated Press
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JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- The tornadoes and floods that pummeled much of the South and Midwest also have dealt a serious blow to struggling state budgets, potentially forcing new cuts to education and other services to offset hundreds of millions of dollars in disaster aid.

Most state budgets were still reeling from the economy when a huge outbreak of tornadoes marched across the South in late April, followed in May by more twisters and flooding that extended into the Midwest.

"The disaster could not have come at much worse of a time from a budget standpoint," said David Perry, Alabama's finance director. The budget lawmakers adopted included "relatively steep cuts for many state agencies, and the tornado outbreak only adds to our budget pressure going forward."

The first of the cuts have already hit home in Missouri, where students will be saddled with greater college costs, and grants for domestic violence shelters have been trimmed, among other things.

Missouri and Alabama - where about 400 people were killed by twisters this year - could be forced to make a total of about $150 million in cuts because of the violent weather.

(See: Judge stops Ind. cuts to Planned Parenthood funds)

Georgia has tapped an emergency fund. Tennessee is relying on its reserves, too. And storm costs in Oklahoma will only add to the state's multimillion-dollar disaster debt accumulated over several years of natural disasters.

After a major catastrophe, the federal government often shells out billions of dollars to clean up debris, rebuild roads and buildings and help families left homeless get back on their feet. For most disaster costs, the federal government pays 75 percent, leaving state and local governments to cover the rest.

Yet when disaster costs climb to nine or 10 digits, the state's comparatively small share can still present a staggering bill.

In Missouri, lawmakers passed a $23 billion annual budget about the same time that the Army Corps of Engineers blew up a levee to ease flooding pressure along the Mississippi River. The resulting deluge affected an estimated 130,000 acres of fertile farmland and rural homes. A couple of weeks later, the nation's deadliest tornado in decades tore through Joplin, killing 156 people and destroying about 8,000 homes and businesses.

Missouri's budget had set aside $1 million for disaster aid, but Gov. Jay Nixon quickly pledged $50 million for the Joplin tornado and southeast Missouri flooding, offsetting that with cuts to other government programs. The biggest chunk came from higher education, which already was slated for a 5.5 percent cut in the coming school year.

(See: States stop circumcisions funds amid budget crisis)

Nixon deepened that cut to 7 or 8 percent, depending on the institution, and also reduced the amount of money lawmakers had budgeted for scholarships.

For the University of Missouri's four-campus system, that means its state aid for the 2011-2012 school year will be 11 percent lower than in 2001, despite an enrollment increase of 39 percent during the past decade.

Eric Woods, student president of the Columbia campus, acknowledged the need for disaster assistance, but bemoaned that students now have to shoulder the burden for Missouri's "crummy luck" with disasters.

"I think when you're making a state chose between rebuilding after several natural disasters or funding their schools, there's something not quite right about it," said Woods, a senior majoring in political science, history and religious studies.

Among other things, Nixon also trimmed the budget for domestic violence grants by 15 percent, essentially continuing a cut from the previous year. That comes as the number of abused women and children seeking shelter the Lafayette House in Joplin has more than doubled since the May 22 tornado, said Louise Secker, the organizations' director of community services.

(See: Joplin school district tries to rebuild, reinvent)

Missouri and Alabama hope the federal government will agree to cover a greater-than-usual share of the cost for rebuilding public facilities and removing debris. But that may not be enough to avoid painful budget decisions in Alabama, which has about $20 million available for disaster aid in the next fiscal year but expects this year's tornadoes to cost the state $80 million to $120 million over the next several years, Perry said.

"Obviously, we'll have to either cut other areas to come up with enough money to pay for the state's share, or we'll have to come up with some new revenue sources," Perry said.

The situation is other states is less dire, but still troublesome.

When lawmakers return to the Georgia Capitol next year, they will need to find an additional $5.9 million to cover the state's remaining share of disaster costs from tornadoes. Georgia's governor already has tapped $2.6 million from an emergency fund.

Tennessee, which has been trying to rebuild its reserves, plans to dip into them to cover part of the $71 million budgeted for tornado and flooding aid, said Lola Potter, a spokeswoman for the state Department of Finance and Administration.

Some Southern states, including Louisiana and Mississippi, created special disaster-reserve funds after hurricanes Katrina and Rita in 2005. Those accounts have helped ease the strain of paying for this year's storm damage.

Even for a state with a budget surplus - North Dakota - disaster relief spending has been high. After several floods this year including the Souris River in Minot, which forced thousands of residents to evacuate their homes, state flood-fighting expenses are expected to exhaust a $23.5 million disaster relief fund that was supposed to last until June 2013.

Because rebuilding can take years, disaster bills often go unpaid for long periods in some states. For the second straight year, budget problems led Kansas to delay a couple of million dollars' worth of payments to electric cooperatives for storm damage.

In Oklahoma, where the federal government has declared more than two dozen emergencies or disasters since 2007, the state has a $30 million backlog of unpaid reimbursements to cities, counties and rural electric utilities. At the same time, its emergency fund has just $1.6 million, and no new money was appropriated this year.

Because of a spate of blizzards, floods, twisters and other storms, Oklahoma will likely incur an additional $5 million in disaster debt, said Albert Ashwood, director of the Oklahoma Department of Emergency Management.

"We're probably further behind, but keep in mind where we compare to other states in terms of disasters," Ashwood said. "When you start getting four, five or six disasters every year, it's easier to use it up."

June 25, 2011 

Corps awards contract valued at $3.1 million for modular classrooms for East Middle School 

From staff reports news@joplinglobe.com The Joplin Globe Sat Jun 25, 2011, 10:38 PM CDT 

JOPLIN, Mo. — The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers on Friday announced a $3.1 million contract to Pangea and Brinkman Joint Venture, based in St. Louis, for modular buildings to be used as temporary classrooms for students who were scheduled to attend East Middle School.

East was one of several Joplin schools damaged in the May 22 tornado.

The contract, in the amount of $3,095,538, covers the cost of supplying and installing the modular buildings in the Crossroads Industrial Park, 7501 E. 26th St., south of Joplin.

Joplin Superintendent C.J. Huff said the corps owns the trailers and will retain ownership when East is either repaired or replaced.

East Middle School still remains under review by the district’s insurance company, Huff said Saturday, as do the old South Middle School and Emerson Elementary School.

Joplin High School, Franklin Technology Center and Irving Elementary School already have been declared a total loss. The district administration offices and several other elementary schools also sustained damages that are being repaired.

Last week, the corps announced two other contracts, worth $5.5 million, to install modular classrooms to serve students who were to attend at Irving Elementary School and Joplin High School.

Those contracts were awarded to Hunter Modular Construction Co., of Jonesburg, Mo.

Irving students will attend the former Washington School, 1112 E. Second St. The building had been empty, but some modular units are still needed.

Juniors and seniors will attend classes in unused retail space at Northpark Mall, as well as in modular classrooms outside the building. Freshmen and sophomores will attend at the former Memorial Middle School.

Experts challenge Home Depot building design, codes after Joplin tornado


By MIKE McGRAW

The Kansas City Star

Posted on Sat, Jun. 25, 2011 10:15 PM

JOPLIN, Mo. | As the monster tornado bore down on them, Rusty Howard and his two small children sought refuge in a Home Depot store.

But instead the young father, the children and four other people died when the roof came off and the walls came down, crushing them beneath a 100,000-pound concrete panel. 

Within seconds the entire structure collapsed in a heap of concrete slabs, metal trusses and roofing. At least 28 other people survived, huddled in an un-reinforced training room in the back of the building. 

Rescue workers found Howard with an arm wrapped around each child.

There aren’t many safe havens in such ferocious, 200-mph winds. Most building codes in “tornado alley” require that commercial structures withstand only 90-mph winds, slower than many major league pitchers’ fastballs.

But while all big-box stores are vulnerable to high winds, the Joplin Home Depot — even though it met local building codes — was especially at risk, according to engineers who study the destruction that tornadoes leave behind.

The Joplin Home Depot and many of the company’s other stores used a popular construction method called “tilt-up wall” that The Kansas City Star found can be deadly under certain conditions.

It’s a design used in thousands of warehouses, stores and schools across the country that some engineers believe has weak links that often fail — even in winds much less ferocious than those that hit Joplin on May 22.

Indeed, some engineers interviewed by The Star said building codes for big-box stores need to be strengthened, or the stores should have internal storm shelters when they’re built. 

“Unfortunately, the code has become the lowest common denominator,” said Tim Reinhold, chief engineer at the Insurance Institute for Business & Home Safety, which does research for the insurance industry. “Engineers know they are competing for the minimum building code, and so they design right to them.”

In tilt-up wall buildings, the structures are erected with concrete walls that are poured on site and lifted into place with cranes. The walls are held upright by critical connections to a relatively lightweight roof system.

Under high winds, the roof can become compromised, and the panels in tilt-up wall buildings can fall like dominoes, said Larry Tanner, a tornado expert and part of a team of engineers who traveled to Joplin to study the Home Depot collapse and other building failures for the Federal Emergency Management Agency.

“Once you lose one (wall) panel, then the dominoes all start to fall, so the failure becomes increasingly more catastrophic,” Tanner said. “I was aghast at how extensive Home Depot’s failure was.” 

If the building code had required the Home Depot store to have stronger roof-to-wall connections, it might have sustained less damage, even in such heavy winds, said Tanner and other engineers interviewed by The Star.

“It’s an efficient and low-cost building system, but it’s only stable when all the connections are working,” said Perry Adebar, an engineer who studies tilt-up wall designs at the University of British Columbia. “It’s a bit of a house of cards.” 

Noting that they had never before lost a store to high winds, Home Depot officials defended the tilt-up wall design, which they’ve used in hundreds of their nearly 2,000 stores across the country, including several in the Kansas City area.

They said their engineers “fundamentally disagree” with Tanner and his colleagues.

“The structural engineer that designed the buildings designed them to code, and the connections are determined by wind load and the local requirements,” said David Oshinski, director of construction for Home Depot. “You have to remember this was an F-5 tornado. There isn’t anything you can build to withstand an F-5 tornado.” 

Home Depot officials told The Star they were so confident in the tilt-up wall design that they would use it again when they rebuild in Joplin. 

A few days later they said they’d use a different design: smaller precast walls made elsewhere and trucked to the site. The new design is similar to tilt-up construction but will allow quicker completion and still meet local building codes.

But many local codes are not good enough, said Tim Marshall, a meteorologist and engineer with Haag Engineering in Irving, Texas.

“This year I have seen so much carnage, and so many people who died who did not need to die. These strong tornadoes are no match for those kinds of safety rules,” Marshall said.

The new Home Depot will exceed Joplin codes in at least one respect: Company officials told The Star that the new store will have an added feature that some engineers have long recommended in such buildings.

They said it will be the only Home Depot in the nation with a storm shelter.

The final minutes
As the storm approached and sirens sounded across the city, employees at stores near 20th Street and Range Line Road in Joplin began moving customers into their stores’ safe areas.

Across 20th Street from Home Depot, at least three people died when a portion of a Walmart store collapsed. But an estimated 200 others survived, largely because many of them were taken to a concrete block structure inside the store, Walmart officials said.

Home Depot employees closely followed the store’s disaster protocols, according to company officials. They listened to a weather radio, manned the doors and swept the store looking for shoppers who needed shelter. They also directed customers to the designated “safe area,” the training room in the back of the building. Unlike Walmart, it wasn’t a concrete block structure.

Employees then locked the store’s front doors.That appears to be standard procedure at large stores. Home Depot officials said it’s done to keep wind from entering the building and forcing the roof system upward, and to ensure that everyone is accounted for and safe.

The Howard family had been out to dinner that afternoon. Edie Howard left in one car while her husband and children drove off in another. Just before the tornado struck, Rusty Howard talked with Edie by cellphone in his car, according to their pastor. Rusty, 29, told her that he and the children were headed for the nearby Home Depot to take shelter.

About that time, Home Depot employee Dean Wells, 59, of Webb City, Mo., saw several people, including Rusty and his children Harli, 5, and Hayze, 19 months, trying to get in the store’s locked front doors. Wells went to let them in. 

But before any of them could make it to the training room, the roof flew off, and the walls collapsed on top of Wells and the Howards, plus Randy England, 34, of Granby, Mo.; Dennis Osborn, 34, of Seneca, Mo.; and one other person. All were killed.

The Joplin death toll stands at 156, making it the United States’ single most deadly tornado in 60 years. The tornado cut a three-quarter-mile wide swath through the city, destroying an estimated 8,000 homes and more than 500 businesses.

Anatomy of a collapse
Wayne Lischka, a Leawood architectural engineer hired by The Star, said the tornado first hit the south corner of the west-facing front wall of Home Depot. That put inward pressure on the front wall panels. The tornado lifted the roof off, causing the walls to pancake, largely intact. 

The same forces pushed the eastern rear wall — near where the 28 survivors were huddled — toward the outside of the building, an event that probably saved many of them from worse injuries or death, according to engineers and rescue workers.

But Lischka said the collapse actually began when the oncoming tornado — much like a vacuum cleaner — created huge upward forces on the roof.

Lischka said the roof was designed to withstand uplift pressures of about 28 pounds per square foot, strong enough for 90-mph winds. But he said the 200-mph tornado exerted upward forces of up to 90 pounds per square foot.

At that point, Lischka said, the inside bar joists supporting the roof began to bend and pull away from the concrete walls. In fact, he said, the forces were so strong that three-fourths-inch-diameter metal anchors for the joist connections — which were embedded inside the concrete walls — bent and were literally pulled out of the hardened concrete.

“This type of construction would perform very well under normal loading,” Lischka said. “Tornadoes are not normal.” 

By the time it was over, only two short wall panels were left standing, and the store’s metal roof support system was sprawled in a mangled heap behind the store and across its interior. 

In defending tilt-up construction, Home Depot officials said that any big-box store would sustain the same damage their store did, no matter how it was constructed. 

But that doesn’t appear to be the case in Joplin. 

“The Home Depot was all on the ground, except for one corner,” said Joplin Fire Chief Mitch Randles.

Two other big-box retailers on the same corner, both of which were built of concrete blocks rather than tilt-up walls, were not as heavily damaged, he noted.

“Academy Sports’ roof is missing, but their walls are still standing, and most of what was missing at the Walmart was the roof,” Randles said.

Randles added, however, that he believes Home Depot took a direct hit from the tornado. He is not sure whether the other buildings did.

Randles said authorities may never know where every victim was when the tornado hit. But he confirmed that at least seven people died inside Home Depot and at least three died inside Walmart. Academy Sports officials said there were no deaths at their store.

Walmart spokesman Lorenzo Lopez said the company used tilt-up wall designs at some stores but more often used reinforced concrete block walls, like those at the Joplin store.

Lopez said the Joplin store’s safe area, where he estimated 200 people survived, was a concrete block structure containing break rooms, rest rooms and a customer service area. He said the structure is not near an outside wall.

“We are very fortunate in terms of the impact on lives that it could have had,” Lopez said.

He added that, given its internal concrete block structures, it is unlikely Walmart would add a separate storm shelter when it rebuilt.

Some engineers think that concrete block structures may be safer in a collapse than tilt-up wall buildings. If masonry block walls fail, they can come apart as they are falling, some engineers noted, leaving voids beneath them where some people could survive.

But when tilt-up wall buildings fail, the walls come down in huge sections that leave little chance of survival, unless customers are inside a hardened structure.

Tilt-wall construction
Tanner, the engineer and tornado expert from Texas Tech University, has been recording tornado-related failures of tilt-up wall buildings since at least 1999. Based on what he has learned, he said there were numerous issues that should be addressed. 

He said that most tilt-up wall structures have relatively lightweight roofs and questionable lateral support systems for the side walls. Tanner also said better tilt-up structures have strong panel-to-panel connections.

Tanner also said that tilt-up wall panels were usually not connected to one another, meaning they tend to fail progressively.

“Walmart only had a catastrophic failure in one part of their store, but Home Depot was bad,” said Tanner, who studied the debris in Joplin as part of a mitigation assessment team sent by FEMA.

Tanner said his team’s final report probably would rate the Joplin tornado at less intensity than earlier estimates. They think it was an EF-4 (wind speeds of 168 to 199 mph), not an EF-5 (200 to 234 mph).

“What happens in these various storms, especially in Home Depot,” Tanner said, “is that the storm removes the roofing and roof insulation and light metal decking. And once you lose your (roof) decking, you lose the lateral support of your joist and beam system, and they become less supportive.”

Tanner and other engineers said that a concrete roof — which some Home Depot stores in hurricane country have — “would add weight to the roof system and could prevent roof failures.”

But Tanner noted that there is no need to condemn the entire concept of tilt-up wall construction. 

“We just need to do a better job of supporting that (roof-to-wall) system,” he said.

Lischka, The Star’s engineering consultant, agreed with some of Tanner’s concerns about tilt-up wall buildings. But Lischka said he thought some of the changes Tanner would like to see in tilt-up wall structures would be “prohibitively expensive.” 

Home Depot officials declined to specify the cost difference between lightweight roofs like the one used in Joplin, and heavier concrete roofs used in hurricane-prone areas such as South Florida. 

In a report on the “Super Tuesday” tornadoes that struck Alabama, Arkansas, Kentucky and Tennessee in February 2008, Tanner and his colleagues found that tilt-up wall buildings failed under much lower wind speeds — 110 to 167 mph — than those that slammed into Joplin’s Home Depot. 

FEMA also found several cases in which roof-to-wall connections in tilt-up buildings failed in Kansas and Oklahoma following tornadoes in the late 1990s. 

“There are lots of different ways buildings can fail, but a consistent problem (with tilt-up failures) is the loss of roof connections, and we see that time and time again,” said John Snow, a meteorologist and dean of the college of atmospheric and geographic sciences at the University of Oklahoma.

Several engineers who were part of a different team sent by the American Society of Civil Engineers to assess the damage in Joplin also agreed with Tanner’s assessments on tilt-up structures.

“Generally speaking, I agree with the wind engineers 100 percent,” said Bill Coulbourne, a consulting structural engineer who specializes in buildings designed to withstand hurricanes and tornadoes. When tilt-up buildings collapse, Coulbourne said, “they come apart easier.”

But tilt-up wall structures have strong defenders.

“There is no huge smoking gun here,” said Dave Weber, an engineer with Allstate Consultants in Columbia, Mo., who was in Joplin to advise rescue workers.

Weber, who has designed several tilt-up buildings, said, “Obviously a more resilient connection would help at the wall-to-joist location.”

But he said nothing unreasonable was done in the design of the Home Depot building, and making the roof-to-wall connection stronger simply would move the weak link of the structure to some other area.

Jim Baty, technical director of the Tilt-Up Concrete Association in Mount Vernon, Iowa, said tilt-up wall construction had been around for decades, but it got much more popular when it became easier to move concrete trucks and cranes to construction sites.

He said that he was aware of Tanner’s work on tilt-up structures but that he hadn’t evaluated Tanner’s conclusions.

“Is a tilt-up building safe in a tornado? There is a lot of evidence out there that says yes,” Baty added. “But at what point do you draw the line? That is a question for the structural engineer.”

Codes upgrade?
A Florida newspaper suggested after the Joplin disaster that it might be time for tornado-prone states to study the costs and benefits of standardizing and beefing up their building codes the way Florida did after Hurricane Andrew in 1992.

“As the Florida experience has shown,” the Sarasota Herald-Tribune noted on May 24, “beefed-up construction standards come at a price, but they can also save money and lives.”

Buildings in parts of Florida require structures to withstand 150-mph winds, while most of tornado alley has only a 90-mph standard. Codes in Missouri vary from city to city.

The insurance industry, which is paying out billions of dollars this tornado season, is backing such changes.

“We support uniform statewide building codes,” said Chris Hackett, of the Property Casualty Insurers Association of America. “They promote public safety and protect insured structures.”

A team of engineers from the American Society of Civil Engineers agreed. A post-tornado report from the organization said Joplin residents “cannot rely on the current building codes and construction techniques … if they want these buildings to better resist the wind uplift and lateral forces of any future tornadoes.”

The ASCE said in its interim report that building-code improvements now required in hurricane country would help in tornado-prone areas with winds of up to 135 mph, dismissing “myths” that tornado-resistant buildings couldn’t be constructed.

But it doesn’t appear that’s going to change codes anytime soon in tornado alley. Although the issue came up recently in Oklahoma, it might go no further there than incentives for building storm shelters. And as Florida discovered, codes that are too strict could mean higher building costs that will discourage construction even further.

There’s also the added complication that strengthening structures for the straight-line winds of a hurricane is much simpler than bolstering them against wildly unpredictable tornadic winds.

At a recent work session, Joplin City Council members said they might require relatively inexpensive changes to the local building code, such as “hurricane clips” (metal reinforcing to better hold a home’s roof to its walls) and beefed-up concrete block foundations.

But they have indicated they will not require any major code changes, such as requiring storm shelters, arguing they did not want to institute requirements that would be costly to homeowners or drive businesses to other nearby towns. 

If Missouri had a statewide building code such as the one in Florida, those concerns would diminish. But two such proposals suffered quick defeats recently in the Missouri General Assembly.

The idea has been discussed at recent meetings of the Interim Committee on Disaster Recovery, led by state Rep. Shane Schoeller, a Willard Republican. But the idea isn’t likely to go any further.

“I made it very clear that we are not going to overreact in light of what happened,” said Schoeller, who added that he was leaning against a statewide code. “We are going to be very prudent.”

Gov. Jay Nixon said shortly after the tornado that what happened in Joplin would prompt consideration of stronger building codes and other measures designed to protect the public. But Nixon questioned whether codes could be written to prevent the horrific destruction witnessed in Joplin.

So what’s left is what Tim Marshall, the meteorologist and engineer from Texas, called acceptable risk. 

“It’s acceptable risk in the center of the country. We are at the mercy of building codes, and that is 90-mph winds, and anything above that, all bets are off,” he said.

Until codes are upgraded, Marshall and other engineers said, Home Depot and other big-box stores should build hardened storm shelters inside their facilities.

“Large span structures like that are going to fail. It’s going to happen,” he said. “Schools and hospitals are doing it (building shelters) more and more, so why shouldn’t commercial stores do it? It’s fantastic, and I commend Home Depot for doing that. It should set an example for others to follow.”

New budget cuts could effect many MU programs

By Qing Tian, The Columbia Missourian

June 25, 2011 | 4:26 p.m. CDT

Every summer for years hundreds of high school students have come to the MU campus at participate in Missouri Scholars Academy. Earlier this month Gov. Jay Nixon announced that UM state funding for the 2012 fiscal year would be cut by 8.1 percent. The summer camp is one of many educational programs facing possible funding cuts. Director Ted Tarkow is confident that the program will not be cancelled in the coming years. Right now, one third of the funding for the program comes from the state, one third comes from private donations and the rest comes from sponsors. See students participating in the camp and listen as they talk about their experiences. About 330 students from around Missouri participating in the camp, which runs through July 2. Though the camp has recruited international high school students in the past, it did not continue to do so this year because of the extra cost of bringing them to the camp.

Missouri lawmakers eat for free 

BY JAKE WAGMAN • STLtoday.com | Posted: Sunday, June 26, 2011 12:10 am | 


JEFFERSON CITY • When members of a Missouri House committee met in April to discuss a bill to expand the use of handguns for hunting deer, they didn't do it on an empty stomach. The National Rifle Association — a key proponent of the bill — bought them lunch.

Likewise, when the House Utilities Committee gathered in the last legislative session, it was often over a meal bought by one of the companies under its jurisdiction, including the state's largest natural gas and electricity providers.

And in the hectic days at the end of the session last month, lobbyists with an interest in the proceedings paid to deliver burritos, pies and other provisions to weary lawmakers.

While members of the Missouri Legislature are sequestered in Jefferson City, they work long hours but rarely go hungry, thanks to a dedicated corps of lobbyists and interest groups that spends hundreds of thousands of dollars a year on food.

Lobbyists typically spend more than $400,000 a year feeding groups of lawmakers, buying food virtually every day the House and Senate meet.

During the 4½-month session that ends in May, it is difficult to walk through the Capitol and not see a trade association or government relations firm feeding lawmakers breakfast, lunch or late-afternoon snacks.

Often, meals are tailored to a specific committee — and paid for by a group with business before that committee.

In a political system that allows corporations to shower state officials with concert tickets, passes to sporting events and unlimited campaign donations, lawmakers say that seizing on the modest fare from lobbyists is like picking low-hanging fruit — which, like pastries and coffee, is delivered weekly to the offices of party leaders.

Critics acknowledge it is unlikely that a vote can be bought with a slice of pizza or a bucket of barbecue. But the practice does, they say, create the perception of a cozy relationship between lawmakers and influence peddlers.

Other states limit the ability of lobbyists to buy food for lawmakers. South Carolina and Florida prohibit any gifts from lobbyists, including food. In Illinois, lobbyists can't spend more than $75 per lawmaker on a meal.

In Missouri, the perk seems here to stay — most lawmakers complain more about the calories than the potential conflicts of interest. Even legislators who are otherwise bullish on ethics reform eat the free food, and accept the lobbyist giveaways as an entrenched Capitol custom.

"Similar to an army, I think the Legislature runs on its stomach," said Dave Dillon, a spokesman for the Missouri Hospital Association, which has spent about $113,000 buying lawmakers food since 2008, more than any other organization.

ROOTS OF A TRADITION
Food bought by Jefferson City lobbyists is delivered directly to lawmakers outside the chambers, doled out on tables set up in the marbled hallways, dropped off in the offices of party leadership and served in meeting rooms at catered committee hearings.

It's so prevalent that most Capitol denizens don't give free food a second thought.

"How often do we think of the air we breathe?" said Franc Flotron, a lobbyist and former state senator from Chesterfield.

Some say the tradition goes back at least 30 or so years ago when the wife of Harold Caskey, a state senator from Bates County, brought in Mennonite pies for her husband's colleagues.

Along the way, the duty of feeding lawmakers fell almost exclusively to lobbyists.

There is no limit on the amount of food that can be bought for legislators — lobbyists need only report the cost, recipient and client paying for the meal to the state Ethics Commission.

In 2010, lobbyists spent nearly $415,000 on food for legislators, from bagels and brownies to chicken and seafood. Through April of this year, lobbyists spent about $388,000, a number that will go up when May figures are added.

Those figures account only for group meals — they don't include the thousands of dollars spent on food and drink for individual lawmakers.

In and around the Capitol, meals prepared for groups of lawmakers range from no-frills continental breakfasts to festive food events.

The state Canoe and Floaters Association in April joined with the professional auctioneers organization and others to host a luau for House Democrats. The previous month, car dealers paid more than $1,200 for a Senate crab boil. The state's newspapers spent $2,200 for Missouri Press Association Day in February.

No occasion, it seems, was too small to break out the plates.

In February 2010, the Missouri Cable Telecommunications Association spent $547 to buy lunch for "Filing Day," when lawmakers sign up for re-election. This year, several benefactors took turns catering a Bible study group for lawmakers.

"During the course of a day, people don't know whose food they're eating or what food they're eating," said Calvin W. Call, executive director of the Missouri Insurance Coalition. "They're grabbing food to get through a grueling day."

Sometimes lawmakers don't need to search for food — it finds them.

The Insurance Coalition during the last session made a weekly fruit delivery to House and Senate offices. The Hospital Association, whose members depend heavily on state-approved Medicaid funding, regularly drops off groceries.

"Sometimes you come back to your office in the Capitol and food has landed there," said Rep. Jason Kander, D-Kansas City. "You don't know where it came from, so you give it away."

CONVENIENCE FACTOR
Lawmakers say accepting free food from lobbyists helps them make the most of their time. They say they are not swayed by the convenience because they are often too busy to notice who is footing the bill.

"If there's food delivered to the floor, most of the time I have no idea who paid for it. Quite frankly, I don't care," said Rep. Mike Colona, D-St. Louis. "If I had to stop and run out the door to go to McDonald's or a pizza shop to get lunch, I would miss something."

When lobbyists buy food for 163 representatives during a session, the goal is more likely to be keeping the legislative gears grinding than swaying particular lawmakers. But some meals take place in a more intimate setting, where those paying for the food have a direct stake in the actions of those eating it.

Many House committee meetings — often the most crucial step in crafting legislation — feature food bought by corporations with business before that committee. The meals usually don't total more than a few hundred dollars each.

This year, lobbyists for the Farm Bureau, Missouri Pork Association and soybean growers bought meals for the House committees that hear issues relating to agriculture. Associations that represent Missouri doctors, accountants, real estate agents and beauty schools spent their money feeding the House committee that oversees professional licensing.

Ameren, Laclede Gas and AT&T paid for catered lunches for the House Utilities Committee.

The chairman of that panel — Rep. Darrell Pollock, R-Lebanon — said the committee tries to avoid arrangements that may appear like a direct conflict — hearing a telecommunications bill, for instance, on a day when a phone company is buying the refreshments.

Still, Pollock said, some lawmakers on his committee are diabetic and need to eat regularly.

"I don't what their blood sugar dropping to nothing," Pollock said.

In general, lawmakers in the House consume more free food than their Senate counterparts. Not only are there more seats in the House — 163 compared with 34 — but Senate decorum rules frown on catered committee hearings.

PLANTING SEEDS
Lobbyists who buy food for lawmakers aren't necessarily seeking a quid pro quo, — "a pork steak for a vote" — said John  Messmer, a professor of political science at St. Louis Community College's Meramec campus.

What they are trying to do, Messmer said, is forge a relationship that could pay off later. By buying their meals, lobbyists are gaining access to legislators.

"We would be outraged if other professions did this," Messmer said. "But we turn a blind eye to it — most of us do — when it comes to our Legislature."

Lobbyists say they buy food for lawmakers for the same reason they take legislators to baseball games or contribute to their campaigns — for a subtle advantage that may help their client or cause.

"Meals such as this are basically motivated by the expectation that you helped save people time in their busy schedule," said Flotron, the lobbyist and ex-senator. "Hopefully, they'll have some time for you when something comes up that you want to talk to them about."

Not all lawmakers participate in the Capitol buffet.

"My policy is, I don't accept anything," said Sen. John Lamping, R-Ladue, who is in his first year in Jefferson City. "We should hold ourselves to a much higher standard than the average person."

Lawmakers aren't the only ones eager to keep the spigot flowing.

Much of the food bought for the Legislature comes from local Jefferson City restaurants, which count on the lobbyist purchases for a good chunk of their business.

Cafe Via Roma's proximity to the Capitol — it's a short walk across High Street — has made it a favorite among Jefferson City lobbyists. Count owner Audrey Johanns as a fan of the food giveaways.

"Everybody's got to eat," Johanns said. "They would definitely be less productive if food wasn't brought in."

Plus, for all the talk in the Capitol about boosting the economy, lawmakers are actually creating jobs with their appetites — Johanns said she hires the equivalent of three part-time workers to cover the extra demand when the Legislature is in session.
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Susan Redden: Fighting in Libya leads to battles in Washington 

By Susan Redden Globe Staff Writer The Joplin Globe Sun Jun 26, 2011, 10:48 PM CDT 

JOPLIN, Mo. — On the federal front last week, the House of Representatives signaled to President Barack Obama that it is frustrated with the U.S. military mission in Libya.

The House voted 295-123 not to extend the 3-month-old effort for a year, but it did not take the extra step of denying funding for the mission.

The vote was primarily along party lines. U.S. Rep. Vicky Hartzler, R-Mo., was among those in the majority.

“This is a repudiation of President Obama and his military action in Libya,” Hartzler said in a statement issued after the vote. “Furthermore, it points to a lack of leadership on the part of the president in dealing with Congress, which has the constitutional authority to take this country into war.”

Hartzler is a member of the House Armed Services Committee.

U.S. Reps. Russ Carhanan and Emanuel Cleaver, both Democrats, voted in favor of the extension.

Other Republican lawmakers from Missouri — Billy Long, Todd Akin, Blaine Luetkemeyer, JoAnn Emerson and Sam Graves — voted “no.” Democrat William Lacy Clay also voted “no.”

U.S. Reps. Dan Boren, D-Okla., and Lynn Jenkins, R-Kan., also voted “no.”

Democratic Whip Steny Hoyer cited Friday’s vote as the first time since 1999 that Congress has voted to block a military operation. The last time was to limit President Bill Clinton’s authority to use ground forces in Kosovo.

The measure still would have to be passed in the Senate. Sen. Roy Blunt, R-Mo., has co-sponsored a joint resolution introduced by Sens. John McCain, R-Ariz., and John Kerry, D-Mass., to authorize the limited use of U.S. forces in support of the NATO mission.

Blunt said he believes the president has a responsibility to outline the nation’s mission in Libya, which he said must include the removal of Moammar Gadhafi from power.

Sen. Claire McCaskill, D-Mo., a member of the Senate Armed Services Committee, also expressed support for the resolution.

“The bipartisan Kerry-McCain resolution appears to be a promising, focused compromise on both the next steps for the U.S. role in and clarifying congressional support for the NATO-led mission in Libya,” she said.

The Obama administration has argued that the action in Libya does not fall under the War Powers Act because there are no troops on the ground and because the U.S. is playing a supporting role.

The 1973 War Powers Resolution, which no president has ever acknowledged as binding, requires a president to seek congressional approval within 60 days of the start of any conflict. If that approval is not granted, U.S. involvement is to end within 30 days.

Since NATO took command of the operation in early April, the U.S. role has largely been limited to support efforts such as intelligence and electronic warfare. The U.S. also has launched airstrikes and drone attacks, flying more than 3,200 sorties. The effort has included 39 drone attacks and 80 strikes with jet fighters.

Rural areas fear losing post offices

	
	Andrew Gaug
St. Joseph News-Press 


POSTED: 11:01 pm CDT June 26, 2011UPDATED: 11:02 pm CDT June 26, 2011

To big cities, post offices are usually numerous and considered only a convenience. Conversely, in towns and small cities, they’re part of the DNA — and some in Northwest Missouri are at risk of being lost.

In March, the Postal Service began closing about 2,000 offices and stations nationwide, with another 16,000, or half of those in the U.S., under study to see if they are operating at a deficit.

Included in those are at least five in small Northwest Missouri towns, including Altamont, Darlington, Elmo, Farley and New Hampton, as well as others in bigger areas, such as St. Joseph.

During the past month, meetings have been held in areas with the potential of closing, often with pleas from residents to consider the people, growth in the area and the community’s identity.

“Once a town loses its P.O., they lose their very existence and they also lose the ability to get federal grants,” Tessa Lollar, an Altamont resident, said.

Leading the charge in the Daviess County town, Ms. Lollar said she fears for the area, mainly composed of elderly people as well as war veterans, who would have to make the six-mile round trip to neighboring Winston, Mo., to get their mail.

“A lot of our veterans get their medications through the mail,” she said. “This means a lot of times they won’t go when they need to go, or they’ll put off going because they don’t have the extra gas money.”

Hearing many of the worries from communities, Rich Watkins, spokesman for the Postal Service in Northwest Missouri, said the decisions come from a standpoint where the business can no longer hemorrhage any more money. Citing decades of expansion in the Postal Services, Mr. Watkins said the agency has to make cuts it didn’t previously make.

“Our customers have been relocating to more urban and suburban areas for years and years, leaving an infrastructure that was ill-designed to serve all of our customers,” he said.

Losing money every year, the Postal Service made strides to save money by initiating hiring freezes. In the case of the Altamont post office, it has been without a postmaster for several years after the previous one retired. Mr. Watkins said it hasn’t been enough.

“The sheer number of post offices that we support now ... to sustain that retail operation is impossible,” he said.

What that means for areas that will lose their post office is buying stamps and dropping off packages at businesses such as grocery stores, or with the carrier, which Mr. Watkins said now accounts for 35 percent of the Postal Service’s business.

In addition, the community can choose whether it would prefer centralized cluster boxes with a drop-off box and parcel lockers in a specific location, or a rural drop-off box.

“We’re just trying to right-size, if you will, our retail network, while protecting that universal service, where we have an obligation to serve everybody,” he said.

In the interim, as the Postal Service continues to make decisions about which offices to close, rural residents and officials in areas such as Platte County, where the Farley post office is located, remain nervous.

“To a small town, keeping a post office is very important. I really feel like that area of Platte County will grow and develop,” Kathy Dusenbery, first district commissioner in Platte County, said.

Explaining that the Postal Service is not looking to tear apart communities, Mr. Watkins hopes when the results are released, people will understand why action has to be taken.

“They won’t lose their zip code, they’re not going to lose the name of the town, their addresses will remain the same,” he said. “We hope people understand, and most do, that the Postal Service cannot continue to support a huge retail network solely because it’s a great gathering place or a place where people can post notices.”

	Nixon, Koster snag big bucks 


	By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter    

	Posted 3:17 pm Sun., 6.26.11 

	Missouri Gov. Jay Nixon and Attorney General Chris Koster, both Democrats, each reported this weekend collecting particularly generous donations for their 2012 re-election campaigns.  The money is part of the last-minute frenzy of money-raising by Missouri politicians and candidates before this fundraising quarter ends Thursday.

Nixon, left, reported this weekend that he collected on Friday $100,000 from the United Auto Workers' Region 5 political action committee, based in Hazelwood. The support appears to reflect, in part, Nixon's pro-union stances on certain key issues -- notably, the proposal, known as "right-to-work", that would ban closed closed-union union shops.

Meanwhile, Koster, right, reported receiving $75,000 on Friday from semi-retired wealthy financier Rex Sinquefield, who has been the state's largest individual political donor in recent years -- and sending most of that money to Republicans.

Sinquefield already is planning to get several proposals on the 2012 ballot, including the elimination of Missouri's personal income tax, and replacing it with a higher sales tax, which Sinquefield's allies have dubbed the "fair tax."


New York's gay marriage law boosts mood at St. Louis PrideFest 


BY MICHELE MUNZ • STLtoday.com | Posted: Monday, June 27, 2011 12:12 am | 

ST. LOUIS • At the St. Louis PrideFest in Tower Grove Park on Sunday and at other gay rights awareness festivals around the country, the legalization of gay marriage in New York added hope and excitement to the celebrations.

"Come out, come out wherever your are, because it's going to be legal everywhere soon," said Christen McClintock, 29, of Granite City, while watching the parade with her partner, Christie Sitzes. "It's only a matter of time now."

On Saturday, after days of contentious negotiations, New York became the sixth state to legalize same-sex marriage. With the state's population of 19 million, the new law doubles the number of Americans in same-sex marriage states. Eight other states, including Illinois, allow civil unions among same-sex couples that provide most of the state legal rights of married couples.

An estimated 85,000 people usually attend PrideFest in St. Louis, celebrated annually for over 30 years. But the crowds seemed larger and more festive this year for the weekend-long event, which culminated Sunday with a parade down South Grand Boulevard.

"It's a bit more rowdy," McClintock said as people cheered for beads thrown from floats and danced to Lady Gaga's hit song "Born This Way" booming over the sound system. "People are happier."

The win in New York plus the festival's diverse crowd made McClintock and other revelers feel especially welcomed and included. McClintock, who has been coming to PrideFest for the last 10 years, said each year she sees more people inspired to attend who don't identify themselves as either gay, lesbian, transgender or bisexual.

That was true for Patty Walsh, 68, of Richmond Heights, who came to the festival with a friend for the first time this year. "We wanted to support them and celebrate their victory in New York," Walsh said.

Most gay pride festivals are held in June to mark the Stonewall Riots, sparked after police raided the Stonewall Inn pub in New York City on a June night in 1969. The riots spawned the gay rights movement; and with the legalization of gay marriage, the state is once again galvanizing those across the country fighting for equality.

The victory comes after defeats for the gay rights movement. Bills to legalize same-sex marriage failed in three other states last year; one was defeated in New York in 2009. Most states, including Missouri, have passed constitutional bans on same-sex marriage.

Andrew Shaughnessy, the St. Louis field organizer for PROMO, Missouri's statewide gay rights advocacy organization, said excitement over the New York law was palpable at Sunday's parade.

"Whenever we were getting people together to go march, you can tell there was a sense of that feeling ... of a celebration," Shaughnessy said. "Every where I go, I'm getting smiles and people talking about New York."

The decision also has given volunteers a new sense of purpose. Hundreds stopped by PROMO's booth for information, Shaughnessy said, and more people than ever are interested in getting involved.

"Something is switching in people's minds about equality, we are seeing it every day," he said. "We are seeing wins, and New York is an example of one of those wins that make us trudge on in Missouri."

The feeling also was felt among the volunteers and staff working the booth for the Human Rights Campaign, the nation's largest civil rights organization with steering committees in 34 cities, including St. Louis.

"I think it's about the possible here in Missouri," said Bill Donius, 52, the former CEO of Pulaski Bank and member of the Human Rights Campaign board. "It's not something that will happen in Missouri in the near future ..."‰, but when a big state like that makes those decisions, people begin to re-evaluate why we shouldn't have it here."

Matt Deluvia, 35, of Richmond Heights, said the new law gives hope to him and his partner — uncomfortable with openly declaring his homosexuality — that times are changing. "I think it's going to go further," Deluvia said.

That hope is not so much for their generation but the next. A moving moment for many was seeing more than 400 youths march in the parade with Growing American Youth, a social support organization serving youths 21 and under in the St. Louis area who are gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender or questioning their sexual identity — a community that struggles with bullying, isolation and suicide.

Growing American Youth volunteer Morgan Keenan said, "Any law that protects us and says you're the same sends a clear message that you are going to have the same rights as everyone else when you grow up."

	Number of Missourians with employer-provided health insurance drops 


	By Robert Joiner, Beacon staff    

	Posted 8:55 pm Sun., 6.26.11 

	Moderate-income Missourians are among the biggest losers in the nationwide decline of employer-sponsored health coverage.

The portion of Missourians with health insurance through employer-sponsored plans dipped nearly 12 percent between 1999 and 2009, according to a report by the University of Minnesota and released by the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation.

Missouri is one of a dozen states that experienced declines of 10 percentage points or more in employer-sponsored health insurance during that decade, the study said. The other states were Arizona, Arkansas, Indiana, Michigan, Minnesota, Mississippi, North Carolina, Ohio, Rhode Island, Tennessee and Texas.

In spite of the nationwide decline, employer-sponsored coverage remains the predominant source of health insurance for non-elderly Americans. While the erosion occurred at all income levels, the report said more than half of those losing this insurance had moderate incomes. These are individuals or families earning between 200 percent and 399 percent of the federal poverty level -- or between $44,000 and $88,000 for a family of four.

In Missouri, the report said, employer-sponsored insurance dipped 11.7 percent for families in that income range, compared to a national drop of 6.3 percent for such families between 1999 and 2009, the most recent data available.

The decline was lowest, both nationally and in Missouri, among families earning more than 400 percent of the poverty level. For a family of four, that's an income higher than $88,000 a year. Missouri families in that category fared slightly better than the national picture, with only 2 percent losing employer health coverage, compared to 2.2 percent of such families nationally.

The report noted that nearly all companies that offer health insurance make dependent coverage available. Usually, the report said, if any family member is covered, the entire family is covered.

But whole-family coverage declined to 82 from 86 percent, the report said, adding that Missouri, Iowa and Mississippi were four states where the decline was twice as large as the national average.

According to the report, the decline in whole family coverage means that it's dependents rather than employees who are losing insurance. Of the 7.3 million Americans who lost employer-sponsored insurance between 1999 and 2009, the study said 4.1 million or roughly 57 percent were dependents, such as spouses and children.

Economic conditions and job losses have affected the employer insurance picture, the study reported. Some decline in employer coverage may be related to premium costs, noting that employee contributions are typically much higher for family coverage. The study found that a typical employee's share of a premium in Missouri was nearly 23 percent in 2009, compared to about 16 percent in 1999 -- a difference of 6.7 percent.

Nationally, the number of policyholders with employer insurance fell by 3.1 million between 1999 and 2009, with Missouri being among the states experiencing the largest declines in these policies, the report said.

Bruce Gosser of Gosser Group, a health care consulting firm in St. Louis, said he isn't surprised by the Missouri numbers. The rising cost of health insurance, the economy and perhaps the number of small businesses in Missouri could all affect the availability of employer-sponsored health insurance

"The high level of unemployment, which has been over 9 percent, certainly has caused lots of  Missouri workers to lose their jobs and their health benefits," he said. "Beyond that is the cost of health care. It's a hidden cost for employers for every worker hired. We shouldn't rule out that factor, particularly for small businesses. This rising cost has forced some of them to drop health insurance. I would also suggest that the numbers in Missouri could be higher because Missouri has a fairly high percentage of small employers relative to some other states."

A separate report by the Urban Institute pointed to hope for the uninsured in the form of the Affordable Care Act. Noting that small businesses tend to have the most difficulty providing health insurance, the institute notes that ACA will offer some relief. The law is expected to help small firms save on health insurance through insurance exchanges and subsidies. Some workers will benefit from the expansion of Medicaid under ACA. The expansion is expected to offer insurance to some whose incomes otherwise would be too high to qualify for Medicaid, the health insurance program for the needy.

In spite of the promise of the new health law, there is no guarantee that it will survive in its current form. Many states have sued to block the law. Some portions of the legislation are already in effect, and full implementation of the law is scheduled for 2014.




State cautious on smart grid

BY JEFFREY TOMICH • STLtoday.com | Posted: Sunday, June 26, 2011 12:00 am | 

In an effort to modernize the Illinois electric grid, state legislators approved a controversial bill last month to jump-start more than $3 billion of investment by the two largest utilities.

Led by Chicago-based ComEd, the utilities lobbied hard for the 'smart grid" measure, which would jolt the state's electric distribution network into the 21st century and impose sweeping regulatory changes. Environmental groups have embraced the measure. Consumer advocates have condemned parts of it as a ploy to boost profit. Gov. Pat Quinn has vowed to veto it.

Regardless of how the drama plays out in Illinois, there's no rush to follow suit on the other side of the Mississippi River. As with electric deregulation a decade ago, the Missouri utility industry would rather watch and wait. Regulators, utility executives and consumer advocates in Missouri see peril in rushing to spend billions of dollars on new technology that may not pay immediate dividends.

"Everybody agrees we're using way-old technology and older infrastructure, and we have to move toward upgrading and updating our electrical grid," said Missouri Public Service Commission Chairman Kevin Gunn. But "this is the perfect example where the Show-Me state motto is the right way to go."

The term smart grid generally refers to technological upgrades designed to improve reliability and efficiency of the nation's power grid. Most attention has focused on new digital meters, but other infrastructure aims to minimize outages, allow for increased use of renewable energy and allow consumers to buy cheaper power during off-peak hours.

"This is a major transformation of the power grid that's going to take a numbers of years, it's going to occur in stages, piece by piece," said Peter Fox-Penner, a principal at the consulting firm Brattle Group.

national backlash

Across the country, smart grid projects, especially those involving new digital smart meters, have sparked a backlash. In Texas, regulators were asked to investigate the accuracy of the new meters. In San Francisco, customers are worried about electromagnetic radiation. A few California cities have declared moratoriums on the new meters. Privacy advocates worry about what utilities will do with the data they collect on consumer energy use.

All of this provided fodder for discussion last summer as the Missouri PSC held a smart grid workshop with representatives from utilities, the Energy Department and smart grid vendors. Regulators and utilities continue to closely watch demonstration projects in Fulton and Kansas City that are paid for partly with stimulus grants.

In Illinois, it's the debate over the regulatory framework being proposed by utilities that's raising second thoughts. David Kolata, executive director at Citizens Utility Board, a Chicago-based utility watchdog, said the group backs the bill's smart grid provisions. What it objects to are more sweeping changes in the legislation that could expose consumers to higher rates.

"It's increasingly clear that we're not going to build our way out of future energy issues" by adding new power plants, he said. "But there cannot be a blank check" for utilities.

Whatever the cost, the benefits of a smart grid could be enormous. Some say it could do for the nation's patchwork electric grid what the Interstate highway system did for car travel, and revolutionize energy use the way the Internet changed the flow of information.

Today's grid is a giant one-way road where electricity is pushed from a few large generating plants to millions of customers. Utilities charge the same rate for every kilowatt-hour, even though electricity costs vary widely throughout the day. And consumers have little idea how much power they're using, and so they have little incentive to use less at peak times when electricity prices are high.

The smart grid would make better use of intermittent power sources such as windmills and solar arrays. New meters could make it possible for utilities to charge different rates for electricity at different times of the day, so consumers can run the dishwasher or clothes drier at night to save money. And new smart thermostats and appliances would be able to automatically adjust power use in response to changing prices.

Such improvements would help utilities avoid building expensive new power plants that run only a few hours on hot summer afternoons to help meet peak demand. They would improve air quality and cut down greenhouse gas emissions.

barriers to entry

But getting from here to there won't be easy or cheap. The Electric Power Research Institute estimates implementation of a nationwide smart grid will require investment of as much as $476 billion.

Advancing the smart grid also requires consumers to buy in. And it has been a tough sell so far. Earlier this month, Kansas City-based Black & Veatch released results of an industry survey showing the main impediment to smart grid implementation is a lack of customer interest and knowledge.

Much of the controversy has focused on the new digital meters. Some consumer advocates, like John Coffman, an attorney for the Consumers Council of Missouri and AARP, worry the devices will prove too expensive and need replacement too quickly. Coffman also worries it could make it too easy for utilities to disconnect customers who fall behind on bills.

For now, the new meters aren't in Ameren Missouri's plans. The cost of smart meters — an estimated $300 million — outweighs the benefits, said David Wakeman, the utility's vice president of energy delivery.

That's partly because it was among the first U.S. utilities to deploy automated meters across its entire system in the late-1990s. The meters aren't as sophisticated as the smart meters but provide some of the functionality — they can relay daily usage information and notify the utility when there's a power outage.

Ameren continues making incremental investments to modernize its 25,000-mile power grid in Missouri, such as intelligent switches and diagnostic monitoring at electric substations, Wakeman said. Such projects aren't visible to customers and lack the sex appeal of smart meters, but they represent better investments that will reduce the number and frequency of power outages that earned the utility a black eye several years ago.

Then there's the question of how much it costs and how it's financed, especially in a state that has among the nation's lowest electric rates.

"That's the billion-dollar question," said Gunn, the PSC chairman. "We don't know yet."

Historically, Missouri utilities recover their costs and earn a profit only after they make capital investments. Even then, it can take a year or two for utilities to recoup their expenses. Utilities say they're reluctant to invest hundreds of millions of shareholder dollars in new technology at the risk that the investments aren't deemed prudent.

As a result, the pace of smart grid investments in Ameren's service area will proceed slowly, Wakeman said.

"You're not going to see a widespread deployment with the regulatory framework we have today," he said.

Effort to unionize MSU faculty advances: The group will seek formal affiliation with NEA this fall.

5:25 AM, Jun. 27, 2011, News-Leader.com

Efforts to unionize the faculty on the campus of Missouri State University are moving forward.

A small group of faculty in May approved bylaws and elected officials for a union chapter, and it will seek formal affiliation with Missouri National Education Association this fall, said Reed Olsen, an economics professor who has been elected the president of the campus union chapter.

NEA is expected to vote this fall to accept the MSU chapter, Olsen said.

"I am very sure we will be accepted," he said. "(MNEA officials) have been working with us hand in glove."

About 30 faculty members have joined the union, and a membership drive is planned for this fall, Olsen said.

Olsen said he expects it to be a long and slow process to unionize the faculty.

"We are starting from the scratch, and I think it's going to take a while," he said.

Union efforts began last spring when the MSU Faculty Senate appointed an ad hoc committee to study the pros and cons of a faculty union.

Last fall, the committee -- in a report -- unanimously concluded that the faculty would benefit from collective bargaining.

Unionizing efforts are independent from the Faculty Senate.

Olsen said the union is expected to give the faculty a greater voice on issues to make Missouri State better.

"They are concerned about a host of issues, like faculty governance," Olsen said.

For example, a university policy that allows academic administrators, such Provost Belinda McCarthy, to keep nine-elevenths of their salaries when they return to the faculty, is a concern on campus, Olsen said.

Olsen said the union group also is interested in gubernatorial appointments to MSU Board of Governors.

Six out of the nine members on the MSU board are seeing their terms expiring this year.

Olsen said the campus union is working with MNEA to influence Gov. Jay Nixon's picks.

At this point, the governor's office is not disclosing its plans.

"When those appointments are made, I'm certain there will be announcements," said Scott Holste, spokesman for Nixon, in a response to a News-Leader request. "Until that time, I won't have any other information for you." 

Ambitious school reform relies on the personal touch

By JOE ROBERTSON

The Kansas City Star

The nation’s latest, greatest attempt to turn around its lowest-performing schools needed a child’s face.

So a group of Missouri educators keeping tabs on Kansas City’s piece of the Obama administration’s $3.5 billion crusade called for one. 

Here came the sixth-grade boy, in his khaki and navy blue, peering up at the grownup faces in the hallway at Urban Community Leadership Academy charter middle school. If pumping in billions of federal stimulus dollars in school improvement grants is the way to turn around the nation’s worst-performing schools, it has to start here.

The boy was one of 10 students the school had placed on a list representing the school’s biggest challenges — students who were two and three grade levels behind.

“How many schools have you been to?” the principal, Bernard Wesley, asked. And the boy, shifting foot to foot, began to rattle them off.

“… Ladd … Knotts … Douglass …”

The principal was making a point about so many transient lives in a school where 90 percent of the students are considered low-income and 98 percent are minority.

But the state educators, recently touring the 31 Missouri schools that have been granted a total of $40 million over three years, were making their own point with this single boy.

This, they said, is how you chase turnaround success in a broad-scale way never yet realized in America despite the hundreds of millions of dollars spent before. 

You do it with personalization, said Bob Taylor, state coordinator of the Missouri School Improvement Grants program. You do it with precision.

You do everything you have to do for that one student and for all 10 on that list — a challenge issued to each of the Missouri turnaround schools.

Then the question follows, Taylor said:

“Can you do it for 100? Can you do it for 2,000? Or 20,000?”

Isolated successes
History is not on their side.

Most of the 843 schools from 49 states targeted in the massive federal investment are journeying familiar paths. They’re trying to transform along the same lines as schools in the mostly disappointing Comprehensive School Reform effort of the past decade.

The nation has witnessed only isolated successes.

Most of the poor-performing schools continue to struggle against the brisk current of poverty.

A sobering report in 2010 by WestEd for the U.S. Department of Education measured the frustrating outcomes from the nearly 1 billion federal dollars allocated to some 7,000 schools between 1998 and 2006.

The program, absorbed into the No Child Left Behind Act, aspired to identify and support reforms that banked on research-based innovations.

The sum total, according to WestEd, “did not yield comprehensively reformed schools.”

That funding went to school systems in competitive grants aimed at high-poverty schools. This time, states identified the bottom 5 percent of their schools based on academic performance and called on those districts and charter schools to pitch for the grants.

In Missouri, the 31 schools came from the St. Louis and Kansas City areas and the Bootheel. On average, the schools served populations that were 94 percent minority and 82 percent low-income (qualifying for free or reduced-price lunches).

Nationally, according to research by the Washington, D.C., think tank Education Sector, 78 percent of the students in turnaround schools were low-income and more than half of the schools had minority populations exceeding 86 percent.

If there is reason to be hopeful, said Elena Silva, a senior policy analyst at Education Sector, it’s that the Obama administration’s focus on turning around the toughest schools is marshaling more resources than ever before.

“There is a tremendous possibility for this attention and money to leverage change, not just for (the turnaround) schools, but overall,” Silva said.

“But,” she added, “I have more concerns than hope.”

There is no model of success to follow on how — on a systemwide scale — to instill the essentials of a strong school, including visionary leadership, safe and orderly classrooms, strong professional training and intensely involved parents and communities.

And turnaround schools are being pushed to establish themselves within three years. History shows it’s unlikely to happen that fast. 

“It takes many elements, and it takes time,” Silva said. “When it’s rushed, my concern is that good ideas may get chalked up as bad ones.”

Most schools among the bottom 5 percent are doing all they can just to comply with demands, she said, and struggle to focus on innovations.

The coming year
At Kansas City’s Central High School, principal Linda Collins knows the pressure is on.

Central had a good year in 2010-2011, repairing what had been a low-scoring school suffering far too many disruptions and too much violence the year before.

“The first thing to do was get order in the building,” she said. “Now the boundaries are in place. The expectations are in place.”

While the state’s turnaround review team praised all of these things, year two of the grant will demand more. The instructional coaches Kansas City installed with the grant funding are going to have to help foster stronger academics.

“They’re going to have to produce,” Taylor said after the tour. “They need to tell us what they are betting the house on.”

“The standard,” he said, “is ‘turnaround.’ That’s now. Not mañana.”

Midyear reports assessed multiple measures of the turnaround schools’ performance in year one, culminating in a summary conclusion that rated each one’s progress as strong, moderate, minimal or none.

Twenty-five scored at “moderate” progress. Six were “minimal.”

The fact that the turnaround schools, both in Missouri and across the nation, correlate with high poverty has refueled the debate about how much successful reform must attack pressures outside the classroom.

Educators know that children out of desperate home situations have triumphed in school, Columbia University Teachers College professor Jeffrey Henig and Massachusetts Education Secretary Paul Reville acknowledged in research for Education Week.

But “the core reality,” they said, is that “the odds are steep.”

They expect a return toward the efforts of the 1960s and 1970s now that the “no excuses” era of reform has fared no better in closing poverty gaps.

Central High School and its instructional coaches will be rallying teachers to make reforms work “by any means necessary,” Collins said.

The state’s turnaround expectations are plotted in 33 bullet points, geared to drive improvements in strategy, data, accountability, training and leadership.

Along with it, the no-excuses mantra must carry on, Collins said.

“I believe in these kids,” she said. “Forget the other stuff — the poverty. I’ve seen too many success stories.

“You take every student by the hand and say, ‘I’m going to love you, and ” she said. “… What makes the there’s nothing you can do about it,’ difference is loving kids.”

Many in Morehouse still angry at MoDOT for building berm to save U.S. 60

Monday, June 27, 2011
By M.D. Kittle ~ Southeast Missourian

MOREHOUSE, Mo. -- The flood that threatened Morehouse was an act of God, but many in this water-ravaged New Madrid County city still believe their ruin was man-made. 

Two months after much of the community was swallowed up by floodwaters, residents remain angry about the Missouri Department of Transportation's decision April 28 to build an earthen berm to keep U.S. 60 dry. Morehouse protested, and many community members say the man-made levee forced more water in, flooding the town of some 1,000 people and forcing scores from their homes. 

A transportation department official counters that MoDOT was not responsible for the damage and that there is video evidence to prove it. 

Morehouse Mayor Pete Leija said the community received no notice and that MoDOT constructed the levee in the middle of the night. 

"That berm caused our water to go up six inches real quick. We had homes that were within an inch of going under," he said at the time. 

Flooding was already taking place, he said, as the waters from the Little River -- basically a big drainage ditch -- overflowed its already meager banks. But MoDOT's decision made a bad situation worse, he said, and left the community in "quite a fix." 

Bill Robison, the transportation department's Southeast District planning manager, in early May said that the levee was built to save U.S. 60. 

"That water jeopardized Route 60 such to where it would have had to close down," Robison said. "We had to weigh the difference between keeping 60 open. That decision was made at the top at the state level, and SEMA was involved. That route had to be kept open for emergency services." 

The department ultimately was forced to close the roadway from Sikeston to Dexter. 

Dale Graham believes Morehouse was flooded to save U.S. 60. 

"That's my opinion, and I think most people here feel the same way," said Graham, whose three-bedroom home has been condemned. 

Rumors had circulated among residents early on that MoDOT would compensate them for their losses, but that is not the case. 

Leija said the city has contemplated pursuing litigation against the department, if federal assistance falls far short of recovery needs. 

John Koenig, the transportation department's regional counsel, said video shot by a National Guard helicopter directed by Sikeston Department of Public Safety director Drew Juden shows all of Morehouse, including U.S. 60, underwater hours before MoDOT started any water deflection attempts. 

"So clearly all evidence points to a water source north of Morehouse as being the cause," Koenig wrote in an email to the Southeast Missourian. "Simply no evidence of MoDOT being a contributor exists and no demands or lawsuits to the contrary have been received." 

Meanwhile, Morehouse has lost its Missouri Department of Natural Resources permit to burn materials. Leija acknowledges it was a clerical error on his part. He said he didn't fully read the DNR guidelines and that the time line to burn items was much shorter than he believed it to be. 

Mountains of rotting drywall, plywood, plaster, carpet and ruined furniture fill lots where houses once stood. 

Leija said the city is waiting on FEMA public assistance and has had to transfer capital improvement project money to cover general operating expenses. 

"We don't have money to continue to pick up debris and the Dumpsters until FEMA comes through," he said. 
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Joplin Workshops faces loss of business in aftermath of storm 

By Alexandra Nicolas Globe Staff Writer The Joplin Globe Sun Jun 26, 2011, 10:37 PM CDT 

JOPLIN, Mo. — Ron Sampson’s ship is rocking again.

Sampson is the executive director of Joplin Workshops, which employs people with mental and physical disabilities.

Among other things, Joplin Workshops provides linen laundry services to local hospitals and medical offices.

The past 12 months, Sampson said, have been tough.

In September 2010, Healthcare Linen Specialists, a subset of Joplin Workshops, lost its laundry contract with Freeman Health System, and with it almost 40 percent of its business. In response, Joplin Workshops cut expenses, and Sampson said it was able to avoid laying off any of its more than 150 employees.

Now, with the destruction of St. John’s Regional Medical Center in the May 22 tornado, the operation has lost 32 percent of its remaining business.

“We felt like we had almost righted the ship,” Sampson said. “We had just gotten back to where we were breaking even. Now this.”

Joplin Workshops is still serving its smaller hospital and clinic customers around the region and delivering to temporary medical sites. But, if it cannot cut more expenses or replace the lost work, it likely will have to lay off employees, Sampson said.

“There’s a possibility that we’ll have to lay off 20 people,” he said.

Joplin Workshops is a not-for-profit operation, and its main goal is employing disabled people. Sampson’s primary focus is to find a way to keep everyone working.

“We’re in the people business,” he said. “So the question is: What do we have to do not to lay people off?”

If Joplin Workshops cannot make up the difference, early projections call for layoffs in August, though Sampson said that could happen as early as the middle of next month.

Patty Robertson has been employed by Joplin Workshops since she was 18. She’s now 59, and she said she is worried about the possibility of losing her job.

“If I lost my job, I don’t know what I’d do,” she said. “I hope I can keep working, but if it comes to layoffs, I’m the type of person who has to be doing something constantly.”

Emily Wigent has been an employee for 10 years. She said she has noticed less in her paycheck since the tornado and the loss of the work from St. John’s.

“I try to get all my hours in, but I’m not always lucky,” she said. “I don’t worry about it. I put it in God’s hands. Well, I try not to worry about it.”

With the possibility of layoffs looming, the loss of a routine, not just the loss of work, could be detrimental to employees.

Carolyn Snow’s son, Bryce Snow, is a Joplin Workshops employee, and she is worried about the possibility of her son being out of a job he enjoys.

“The biggest concern is he needs the structure,” she said. “He needs to have a place to go and see his friends and so forth. It just means a lot to these people, because so many of them wouldn’t have anything to do. It’s a real concern for all of them.”

In the initial aftermath of the storm, Joplin Workshops handled its regular business in addition to delivering clean linens — sometimes on foot — wherever needed.

Joplin Workshops still supplies linens to the St. John’s temporary site at Memorial Hall and to the field hospital near the ruined shell of St. John’s. The operation also has become a storage area for businesses that don’t have space to keep a supply of clean linens on hand and a staging area for deliveries — all at no extra charge.

While the destruction of St. John’s means a downturn in the laundry workload, Joplin Workshops’ other operation, Mid-America Solutions, which handles industrial packing and distribution, has seen more jobs coming in. Sampson said he hopes laundry employees will be able to move to Mid-America Solutions and retain their jobs.



The greater loss

Three employees of Joplin Workshops who lived together — Mark Farmer, Rick Fox and Ray Donald “Tripp” Miller III — were killed in the May 22 tornado, and several other employees “lost everything but their lives,” said Ron Sampson, executive director.

“They probably mirror the attitude of the rest of the town,” he said of the survivors. “They didn’t lie down and start crying. They got up and went to work.”

Jun 27, 5:01 AM EDT

Mo. House panel to hold hearing in Joplin 
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JOPLIN, Mo. (AP) -- A Missouri House Committee is convening in Joplin as it examines the state's disaster response efforts.

The House Interim Committee on Disaster Recovery scheduled a meeting Monday afternoon at the campus of Missouri Southern State University. The school served as a staging area for some response efforts after a deadly tornado destroyed a large part of Joplin last month.

Committee Chairman Shane Schoeller (SHOH'-lur) says he wants to hear from residents about issues they have faced in responding to and rebuilding from the tornado.

The committee met last week in Sedalia, which also was hit by a tornado. The panel is to meet Thursday in Sikeston, near where flooding occurred. It also has added a July meeting in St. Louis, which was struck by a tornado earlier this year.
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Mo. fire marshal urges caution with fireworks 
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JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- The Missouri fire marshal is cautioning people about the potential dangers from holding their own firework displays.

Fire Marshal Randy Cole says the safest way to view fireworks is to sit back and let professionals handle it. However, the fire marshal's office says fireworks can be purchased in Missouri until July 10.

Cole says people who put on their own displays should purchase fireworks from a licensed seller. When igniting fireworks, the fire marshal says people should tie back long hair and should not drink alcohol or put part of their body over the device. Fireworks also should not be lighted indoors or pointed at others.

He says fireworks should be stored in a cool, dry place and that people should not try to relight one that malfunctions.

MISSOURINET
Only slight gambling problem in Missouri (AUDIO)

by Bob Priddy on June 24, 2011

in Economy,Gambling,Human Interest
A study done for an organization hat works with people having gambling problems suggest problem gambling in Missouri is less of a problem. 

The state health department works with the Centers for Disease Control to determine how many gamblers have problems.  The study is of interest to the Missouri Alliance to Curb Problem Gambling.    All  iance member Susan Goedde, who works for the state lottery, says the survey has found only four-tenths of one percent of Missouri gamblers reported gambling-caused financial problems and only two-tenths of one percent reported family, work, or personal problems because of gambling. 

The study also says the people most likely to report gambling-caused financial problems have incomes of 15-to-25-thousand dollars.   People with incomes below 15-thousand dollars are five times more likely to have gambling-related work, family, or personal problems. 

About ten percent more men than women play the lottery, go to casinos, play bingo or card games, or bet on sports. .

 
Hear Susan Goedde 7:09 mp3

Missouri film office axed (AUDIO)

by Bob Priddy on June 27, 2011

in Business,Human Interest
By the end of this week,the state agency that has helped produce two Oscar-nominated films in Missouri in the past two years will be killed off.

“Up in the Air” with George Clooney and the dark Ozark suspense movie “Winter’s Bone,” made use of the expertise and financial help of the Missouri Film Office. Governor Nixon put the office in his sights in January when he asked the legislature to eliminate it and its two staff members. The legislature appropriated money for it anyway. Nixon vetoed those funds.

The economic devleopment department distributes the film tax credits and spokesman John Fougere says it will absorb other duties and will develop the expertise to bring producers to Missouri.

The film office has been recruiting film producers for almsot thirty years. Its only two employees have been paid by the University of Missouri. They are not being retained.

Eliminating the film office will cut the state’s $23 billion budget by $175,000.


Listen to interview with John Fougere 7:05 mp3

EDITORIALS … & Letters to the Editor
Non-disclosure law

11:00 PM, Jun. 23, 2011, News-Leader.com

The ongoing public forum is finally getting close to the source of the real problem regarding real estate appraisal here in Springfield and Greene County. That problem is: Missouri is a "non-disclosure" state. There are 14 non-disclosure states whereby real estate sales data is not made a matter of public record.

Our county assessor is asked to make an assessment of real estate value for tax computations but he is denied access to the sales data upon which value is determined in the market place. No wonder there is anger, confusion, misunderstanding and bewilderment on the part of property owners regarding their tax assessments! The disparities brought out in the Monte Vista Avenue article (Access to data, right to privacy conflict, June 12) are the result of the assessor not having pertinent sales data upon which to make understandable and fair assessments.

The answer? Get Missouri legislators to sponsor and pass legislation to make Missouri an "open disclosure" state. Bring the city, county and state into the 21st century. I'm not sure why Realtors would resist such legislation, as it takes a sharp Realtor to bring together buyers and sellers. Realtors point out the issues of the specific property and then must process the overwhelming number of documents required to execute a transaction.

What's possible? Fully check out the Summit County Assessor's website in Breckenridge, Colo., where owners, appraisers, assessors and Realtors are all reading from the same page. It should dispel any doubts regarding privacy in return for the transparency and fairness of all concerned. It's a gangbusters website.

There, in short, you have it: the problem, the answer and the possibilities. In fairness to all, Missouri should become an open disclosure state.

Bob Duncan Springfield
Letters to the editor, June 24, STL Today

Helping to prevent youth from becoming, staying homeless
As leaders involved in expanding services for homeless youth in the area, we applaud coverage of the increase in homelessness in St. Louis County and surrounding counties ("Suburbs are seeing increase in homeless," June 15).

It's worth noting that all citizens can help improve the safety net for homeless youth. Voters in St. Charles and St. Louis counties took dramatic steps to proactively address youth homelessness several years ago. By replicating a ballot measure originally passed in St. Charles County, voters in St. Louis County approved a 2008 Putting Kids First ballot measure that established a Children's Services Fund that has spawned an increase in youth services, including emergency shelters and transitional housing designed specifically for homeless teens.

St. Louis County benefits from the Children's Services Fund's support of the first youth crisis help line in the nation. Youth facing homelessness and other crisis situations can get immediate help by calling 314-628-2929 or texting "4HLP" to 31658 to reach a counselor on the Youth Connection Helpline operated by Behavioral Health Response. If youth are homeless, BHR counselors dispatch Youth In Need outreach staff to go to the youth and help them to get to safety and shelter. Youth can go to one of the hundreds of community Safe Place locations operated by Youth In Need, including all Quik Trip and Walgreens stores, where store employees will call and outreach workers will immediately be dispatched to provide help and transportation to shelters.

While the voters' commitment to youth was timely, the real lesson is that there is never a bad time for the public to invest in the safety and well-being of our community's children and youth.

Jim Braun • St. Charles
President and CEO, Youth In Need
Kate Tansey • Clayton
Executive Director, St. Louis County Children's Services Fund
Bruce Sowatsky • St. Charles
Executive Director, The Community and Children's Resource Board of St. Charles County
 

Cost of smoking
The editorial "Nicotine stain" (June 21) brought together two separate thoughts. First, Garrison Keillor had the right idea. If smoking is as bad as it is being viewed, maybe it should be illegal, It's certainly heading that way. Second, how does anyone who is at the poverty level afford to buy cigarettes? The price is about $5 a pack. A two-pack-a-day habit would cost more than over $3,600 per year.

Phillip Wells • Dellwood
 

Stop enabling
The editorial "Nicotine stain" (June 21) really pushed the limit of responsibility. I do not quarrel with the statistic that "about one-third" of low-income workers smoke. However, for the paper to suggest that this group would be "disproportionately affected" neglects the responsibility to care for one's self.

I am shocked by the price of cigarettes. Maybe if poor people would accept responsibility and quit smoking, life would be less hard — by maybe as much a $40 a week — and they might improve their chances of getting a job. Sounds like a "win-win" situation to me.

When are we going to stop enabling people and relieving them of taking personal responsibility for their lives?

Don Hammond • Lake Saint Louis
 

Testing is right decision
Regarding "Nixon faces test within party" (June 20): Gov. Jay Nixon can't make a decision on drug-testing welfare applicants? Of course people asking for public assistance should be tested on a regular basis. Why should I go to work every day to support people on drugs?Maybe they would think instead of getting high. I am sick of seeing the value of my property go down and my taxes go up for this way of thinking.

Mr. Nixon should do the right thing for once.

C.A. Bauer • St. Charles
 

An overrated right
Seeing a picture of two men showing their guns to proclaim their right made me smile ("Openly carrying guns is in vogue," June 20). It seems so silly. Do we have to carry guns to prove that we have this right? Frankly, I don't get it.

The Bill of Rights states 10 rights guaranteed to the individual. Of the 10, this is the least significant and the most overrated. Expressing an opinion, choosing a religion, keeping the government out of your home and your privacy, casting a secret ballot in every election and reading and writing whatever you want are the rights that matter to people who want to live in a free society. These are the rights for which people who live in Tunisia, Egypt, Libya, Syria and Yemen have been taking to the streets. These people aren't carrying signs about the right to "pack" a gun. They don't need it.

Mary Anne Salsich • Webster Groves
 

Advantage of access
The editorial "Justice for all" (June 15) focused on a problem central to our image as a nation: The availability of the judicial system and access to lawyers for the poor in our communities.

I was in private practice for 40 years. Since my retirement 11 years ago, I have been providing pro bono legal counseling for Catholic Charities and the church's ministry program for refugees and immigrants. This program is facilitated by Sr. Paulette Weindel at St. Pius V Catholic Church.

Legal fees are well beyond the reach of the poor in our communities, as well as refugees and immigrants. In most instances, these people have little or no awareness of their legal rights or how to address the enforcement of those rights. Their problems are very real, however, and often tragic.

We are a nation of laws. In the long course of history, this may be our preeminent claim to greatness. But when our judicial system and legal representation are routinely not available to the most vulnerable of our citizens, we risk our heritage and legacy as a nation.

It is difficult to understand or appreciate another person's problems unless you have lived his life or come to know him though life experience. For those who doubt the depth of the failure to deliver legal counseling, take the time to meet someone in this nation of laws who has not had the advantage of those laws.

John R. Parres • Affton
Rainbows and lollipops
Perhaps it was unintended, but both of the June 20 editorials ("Fast, furious, war-ish" and "Extreme makeover") seemed to make a point of playing dumb. One editorial moaned that, according to one Republican, the GOP had "gone nuts" while the other editorial questioned Republicans' sincerity about constitutionally dubious wars.

The editors say of the Republicans' concern about executive powers: "They should be, though such concern would be new for them." In fact, their concern isn't new. Republicans offered general opposition to Bill Clinton's undeclared wars, so maybe they're just concerned that Republicans aren't the ones exercising these powers.

Conventional wisdom, as implied by Tony Messenger, states that there are too many extreme liberals and too many extreme conservatives, and if only there were more wise moderates and centrists in power, all the problems would magically evaporate, nobody would ever argue, and we'd live in a world filled with rainbows and lollipops.

Yes, Republicans could do a better job of opposing expansive executive powers when a Republican is president. But Democrats also could do a better job of protecting civil liberties when a Democrat is president and his Senate leader is bullying through extensions of the Patriot Act.

While it may be convenient to blame our problems on "hyperpartisanship," whatever that is, might it be possible that the problem is too much power the politicians get to wrestle over?

Carl Wicklander • Nashville, Ill.
Editorial: Nixon needs to get off the sidelines and lead on economy 


By the Editorial Board STLtoday.com | Posted: Saturday, June 25, 2011 12:00 am

Gov. Jay Nixon gathered with key St. Louis business leaders over lunch on Thursday. He spoke to titans of industry, heads of major corporations and leaders of local and statewide chambers of commerce.

He also joked about cicadas.

"Thirteen years from now I'm going to remember what this summer was," Mr. Nixon said, noting that the noisy little insects again will infest our region in 2024.

Yes, we know it was a throwaway line.

So was this one as he was recounting his so-called legislative accomplishments in front of a room of people who follow the Legislature closely and know in intimate detail what happened — or didn't happen — in Jefferson City this year:

"We dealt with dogs this year and made sure we got all that done."

Really, governor? That's the best you've got?

A roomful of business leaders from the region that is the state's economic engine gathered to hear you. The economy is struggling. Republicans are foolishly attacking you for daring to be hopeful about the state's economic future. And you again parrot the line that you're a good governor who will fulfill the constitutionally mandated duty of balancing the budget?

To be fair, the crowd chuckled at your lines about cicadas and puppies. But the speech was a wasted opportunity.

Everybody in that room at the Regional Chamber and Growth Association downtown wanted to know one thing:

When are you going to call a special session?

Behind the scenes, where you do your best work, lawmakers and civic and business leaders are working feverishly to forge a deal on an economic development proposal that could inject new life into St. Louis and the state.

The linchpin to the deal is the China Hub proposal, touted in business circles as "Aerotropolis," to offer incentives to turn Lambert-St. Louis International Airport into a freight-forwarding mecca for goods to and from China and elsewhere.

Chinese officials are in town this weekend to continue working on that deal. They're taking it very seriously. Are you? You barely made reference to the proposal on Thursday, and that was only when you were asked about it by a member of the audience. You expressed lukewarm support for foreign trade.

The cicadas make more noise than your speech did.

In March 2010, you went before a similar group of business leaders in Springfield and laid out your vision for making government leaner to help spur business growth. A couple of months later, you went to Kansas City and laid out a vision to ask business leaders to help you figure out economic development goals that really work.

Well, they came up with them. They put them all in a bill. And they're asking for your help, governor, to push the bill across the goal line.

You often describe your role in football terms, running down the middle of the field, trying to make incremental progress, as in three yards and a cloud of dust and avoiding extremes.

On Thursday, the playing field beckoned. The scouts were in the audience, waiting to see the De Soto Destroyer smash off tackle.

What they didn't expect was a governor more worried about getting a campaign concussion than providing bold leadership. You can't drive Missouri down the field by standing on the sidelines waiting for the game to begin.

The Star's editorial | The flood of 2011 prolongs its agonies


Posted on Fri, Jun. 24, 2011 10:15 PM


As the floodwaters flow ever nearer, it’s important to remember that this year they are no temporary lodger.

The Army Corps of Engineers warns that Kansans and Missourians should expect to be dealing with high water into at least mid-August. And the water is expected to remain high enough north of here to keep major highways, including Interstate 29, flooded over and impassable.

The flooded passages will include Missouri River bridges and some highways near the river as far north as Omaha. 

This means travelers will have to more carefully plan northward routes. It also means a lamentable hardship on businesses, both those in the area and those that trade with and rely on them. Beyond that, river water that runs over roadways for up to two months is very likely to leave behind damage that will last well beyond this summer.

So expect travel north to be a challenge for quite a while yet. 

While record water releases from Gavins Point Dam in South Dakota are the primary source of these flood waters, it’s important to remember that this water comes from nature, drenching rains and heavy snowfall, in the north.

If the corps today shut down the floodgates on the dam, the water would simply pour over the top of the gates. As they’re raised, the dam gets a bit higher. So the corps believes now, at least, we have a controlled release, even if it’s a historically heavy one.

In the end, we know this: Kansas City is a river city. We remain proud of that heritage, even if some years the Big Muddy overstays its welcome.

Short take: Foam-enting change on Missouri rivers 

By the Editorial Board STLtoday.com | Posted: Saturday, June 25, 2011 12:00 am

Two years ago, in a noble effort to address rowdiness on the state's float streams and rivers, the Missouri Legislature passed an omnibus crime bill that contained a ban on beer bongs, alcohol funnels, containers capable of holding more than four gallons of booze and "expanded polypropylene coolers."

The lawmakers were aiming at those cheap white foam coolers that often break into fragments that last a billion years. Alas, they hit Tupperware instead.

Tupperware and some other dishwasher-safe containers are made from expanded polypropylene. Cheap foam coolers are not. They are made from beads of expanded polystyrene. This stuff commonly, but mistakenly, is called "Styrofoam," a trademark of the Dow Chemical Co. Styrofoam is "closed-cell extruded polystyrene," not plain old expanded polystyrene.

(Hint: Next time a friend says he's using a Styrofoam coffee cup, do a Cliff Clavin on him. Tell him he's using an expanded polystyrene cup. People like know-it-alls.)

On Wednesday, Gov. Jay Nixon signed Senate Bill 135, which gets rid of the ban on expanded polypropylene coolers. Beer bongs and the like still are banned. Cheap foam expanded polystyrene coolers still are legal, as they have been. Among other reasons, this is why science is important.

LETTER: Luetkemeyer should rethink position on Korean free trade agreement

Friday, June 24, 2011 | 12:00 p.m. CDT 

BY Darin Gilley

"I was born at night, but not last night," was my reaction after reading Ninth District U.S. Rep. Blaine Luetkemeyer’s form letter response to my request of his position on the Korean-U.S. Free Trade Agreement, or KORUS.

In his attempt to justify supporting this so-called "free-trade agreement," the congressman relies on talking points provided by the multinational corporate special interest groups pushing this legislation.

Mr. Luetkemeyer summarized his position with this statement: “Through this proposed trade agreement, we are strengthening our ability to create and defend manufacturing jobs in the United States, increase exports of agricultural products for American farmers and ranchers and opening Korea’s services market for American companies.” 

To believe this statement requires the ability to ignore the history of previous trade agreements and nonpartisan analysis of KORUS.

The United States International Trade Commission study of KORUS shows our manufacturing trade deficit with Korea increasing with this agreement. Increasing deficits mean fewer American jobs. This finding is notable because the Trade Commission has a history of overly optimistic projections on the benefits of trade agreements. It predicted NAFTA would decrease our trade deficits with Mexico and Canada. In fact, our deficits exploded, costing millions of American jobs. The Trade Commission also predicted our agreement with China would only increase our deficit by $1 billion. We currently run a $240 billion annual trade deficit with China.

Rep. Luetkemeyer’s statement on agriculture again ignores history and analysis.  Despite promises of greater agricultural sales, the U.S. deficit with the existing 17 free trade agreement countries totaled $39.6 billion from 1989 through 2008. The Trade Commission projects trade deficits with Korea in soy, cattle, sheep, goats, horses, wheat, alfalfa, corn, sugar, rice, oats, cotton and other agricultural products.

KORUS trade deficits will result in a net job loss of 159,000, according to the Economic Policy Institute. As this nation recovers from previous trade deals that have eliminated more than 50,000 plants and five million jobs in the last decade, more of the same is not the answer. Mr. Luetkemeyer should reconsider his position.

As author Rita Mae Brown said in her book "Sudden Death," “Insanity is doing the same thing over and over again but expecting different results.”

Darin Gilley lives in Pacific.
Letters | Saturday, June 25, Kansas City Star
NATO must contribute
Robert Gates, exiting defense secretary, has laid it on the line. America has been at the forefront of the defense of other nations, shouldering the majority of the costs in U.S. lives and money. 

Does the world deserve our sacrifices? No. We have stuck our best foot out to ensure the safety of America.

Things are now different in that we have made other nations wealthy while we have become poorer, depleting our resources like they are unlimited. Now we are seeing our limits approaching and the end of our foolish generosity.

Truly, our hapless Congress and lack of an effective president have led us helter-skelter in a maze of wasteful wars and our getting little or nothing in return. We are broke, exhausted and looking like fools in the eyes of Europe, whom we have saved in several wars. We have surely “cast our pearls before swine.”

A minute example is that foreigners who come to work here earn Social Security and medical care. Then when they leave this country, they collect Social Security and medical care as foreigners in their own country. Yet Congress has blindly slogged along like pigs in a swamp.

William A. Ingram
Kansas City
Worthless tax breaks?
Here’s one question about tax breaks: If the tax cuts are bad, why did federal revenues increase after they were granted?

Bill Riester
Lansing
KC’s finest on force
I have known Cy Ritter, deputy chief of the Kansas City Police Department, for more than 28 years. He is a good friend and one of the finest, most honorable individuals that I know. He had even been a potential candidate for police chief.

A campaign that has been initiated against him by those with an agenda on The Star’s opinion blog, the Board of Police Commissioners and Kansas City Police Department is despicable. Cy’s career and accomplishments speak for themselves and tower over those who have conspired to besmirch him.

The fact that Cy feels one of his highest accomplishments was escorting Pope John Paul II during his visit to St. Louis speaks volumes. I personally know of the great respect that former chiefs of police, heads of the FBI, Secret Service and U.S. Marshals have for Cy, not to mention all of the members of the Kansas City Police Department who were lucky enough to work under his command. 

My greatest hope for those people who have attempted to denigrate this fine man is that one day, when they are in dire need of help, the only person who shows up is Yael Abouhalkah.

Terence R. Finn
Kansas City
Kraske column
So now “cheapness” and “speed” are virtues, according to Steve Kraske’s June 5 column, “Maybe it’s time to restructure the statehouse.”

In prior times, those qualities had been vices. Children were admonished that “haste makes waste.” 

And Kraske uses former Gov. Jesse Ventura, a former pro wrestler (a master of illusion and subterfuge) to provide credence?

Kraske needs to think how communist China is “unicameral” from the local level to the federal level. Wasn’t our system (a republic) designed to protect minority rights rather than expedite majority dominance?

There were printing presses in the 1780s and 1790s. Perhaps some of those articles could be reprinted. It would provide a welcome break from re-runs of present-day corporate media.

Sarah Karl
McLouth, Kan.
Call for Bishop Finn to step down premature
I am quite shocked that The Star would so prematurely have a June 4 editorial, “Delays and inaction should prompt exit,” requesting Bishop Robert Finn to step down because of the Father Shawn Ratigan scandal. 

I thought perhaps the newspaper would show a little more tolerance and give the situation a “wait and see” period of time for new procedures to be put in place. The Star jumped the gun and assumed that it would be “business as usual” with the diocese.

Please show a little more patience and give the diocese some time to sort out whatever mistakes have occurred. Let God do his work in the diocese.

Mary Lavenburg
Kansas City
Glee from others’ pain
Enough already. Again and again, The Star has big front-page headlines on long articles rehashing all of the same old priest scandal news.

You should really stop this almost-continuous display of your anti-Catholic schandenfreude.

James B. Pretz, M.D.
Kansas City, Kan.
Overdoing sports
We had 57 inches of sports copy on the front page of The Star during the last few days this month, including stories on the opening of Livestrong Sporting Park for Sporting Kansas City’s first home soccer game and the Kansas City Royals making Gardner-Edgerton center fielder Bubba Starling — their highest draft pick in metropolitan Kansas City history.

How about we have sports news on the sports page and news only on the front page? 

Kenneth Tewell
Bonner Springs
Voter ID bill veto
Kudos to Missouri Gov. Jay Nixon for his veto of the voter identification bill. Voter fraud is nothing more than a myth perpetrated by those who are afraid that the elderly, the poor and the young might vote against them.

We must continue to debunk this myth and allow equal access to the voting booth for all.

Marjorie Anderson
Manhattan, Kan.
Housing corrections
On June 10, a letter writer says that he doesn’t understand what has happened to the “fight in the American people” because of a war going on under our nose and people being scammed out of their homes, as we are allowing it to happen.

He further states that the president offered home loan modifications, making loans cheaper, but it is hurting everyone and destroying America. 

Is the tragedy the fact the government forced banks to loan money to people who could not afford homes or homeowners can’t keep their home without paying for them?

How can the modification and debt reduction destroy America? It would seem foreclosures would allow others to buy houses at a greatly reduced rate and people to afford their existing mortgages.

What’s the point? I’m missing something here?

Wade Williams
Kansas City
Gay comments wrong
When I hear about the Westboro Baptist Church or U.S. Rep. Vicky Hartzler’s comments about gays, I just realize how ignorant people can be (6/7, KansasCity.com, “Rep. Vicky Hartzler compares gay marriage to incest, letting 3-year-olds drive”).

But then I have a laugh in amazement.

Steve Theno
Kansas City
Gusewelle’s column
In C.W. Gusewelle’s June 12 column, “Let’s put celebrity disgrace in its place,” he lists the “celebrity philanderers.”

But he left out the most famous of all: Bill Clinton.

Natalie Halpin
Warrensburg, Mo.
Reading, Kan. tornado
We recently drove through Reading, Kan., or what’s left of it. It was almost completely destroyed by the recent tornado.

With so much media attention on the disaster in Joplin, Mo., Reading has been mostly forgotten. It is a struggling farming community and is certainly below average on the socio-economic scale.

If you haven’t already given to the Joplin effort or want to give more to help our neighbors in dire need, please consider the people in Reading.

Checks should be made payable to the United Way Tornado Relief Fund.

Phil R. Acuff
Leawood
Public morality call
A June 19 letter writer suggests that one of the reasons the United States is losing its freedoms is because of “the loss of the morality of this country.” She offers that, somehow, overturning Roe v. Wade will help reverse the situation.

So losing the freedom of choice will somehow prevent the loss of freedoms? 

I can only assume that the letter writer would be willing to care for the child born to a rape victim. If this is not the case, I would recommend that she be careful about who gets to decide issues of public morality. 

Rick Gould
Overland Park
Cell phone excuse
Since the recent damaging hailstorms in the Kansas City area, it is now possible to make people wait patiently while you use your cell phone.

Just say, “I’m talking to my roofer.” They will understand.

Laura Bosnak
Overland Park
Posted on Fri, Jun. 24, 2011 10:15 PM

Our Opinion: State settles for supporting role attracting films

News Tribune

The axiom “you must spend money to make money” presupposes you have money to spend.

Gov. Jay Nixon recently decided the state doesn’t have sufficient money to continue operations of the Missouri Film Office.

His decision is reasonable, even if the savings won’t be substantial.

The film office, a two-member agency, was established to spend tax dollars to attract filmmakers and generate a greater amount of economic development revenue for the state.

The office became the latest victim of state budget woes when the governor announced plans to withhold the $175,000 budgeted by lawmakers for the fiscal year beginning July 1.

Some operations of the office, created through a contract with the University of Missouri, will be transferred to the Department of Economic Development.

Budget Director Linda Luebbering said those operations will include continuing to administer film tax credits. Those tax credits — a government equivalent of spending money — totaled about $3 million in 2010 and about $4 million the prior year.

The film office has enjoyed some success. Recent films made — in whole or in part — in Missouri include the independent movie “Winter’s Bone,” and the drama-comedy “Up In the Air,” starring George Clooney. Both received Academy Award nominations.

Given the number of mainstream and independent films made each year, however, Missouri never has achieved stardom in attracting the motion picture industry.

Although continuation of tax credits indicates the state hasn’t closed the curtain on its aspirations, eliminating the film office relegates the effort to a supporting role.

That role does not mark a dramatic change, simply a less costly one. 

Change in provost position will be good for Missouri State

McCarthy had lost ability to be an effective leader on campus

11:00 PM, Jun. 25, 2011, News-Leader.com

The news that Belinda McCarthy will step down as provost at Missouri State University is an encouraging sign for the campus and the community.

Like a coach struggling due to flagging fan support, MSU's top academic officer had lost her ability to be an effective leader -- largely because she had lost the backing of key constituencies.

We applaud the university leadership and McCarthy for recognizing it was time for her to find a new role. Sometimes, you just have to acknowledge it is no longer the right fit.

And her salary, which will be the highest among all faculty, is a small price to pay in the context of the overall MSU budget.

McCarthy's travel habits, disclosed through the work of News-Leader reporter Didi Tang, were symptomatic of larger problems for the provost.

An internal audit, obtained through a Sunshine request, reviewed travel by all top administrators but focused extra attention on McCarthy. In particular, auditors questioned if McCarthy had legitimate business purposes for trips to Ghana in 2010 and to Puerto Rico in 2008.

Further investigation by the News-Leader focused on a 2007 trip to China. McCarthy was part of a delegation that spent a leisure weekend in Shanghai while in the country visiting MSU's China campus and sister campuses.

While they initially attempted to explain the side trip to Shanghai as having a business purpose, administrators acknowledged under questioning it was really just a fun weekend at a luxury hotel -- all at university expense.

As the top administrator on that trip, McCarthy should have known better. And if she had stepped up to take responsibility, or offered to pay back the expense, we could have respected that.

But McCarthy made no such gesture, and defended her overall travel, as well as the frequency with which she was accompanied by her husband (also an MSU employee) and the number of times she combined business travel with extra days for personal travel.

That suggested a level of arrogance, a sense of entitlement -- which will only be reinforced in the minds of some now that McCarthy will step down to a job that still pays her nearly $100,000 more than the average full professor.

But the travel issues just tapped a deeper well of dissatisfaction among the faculty, and also McCarthy's staff. Some of that is to be expected because of the nature of the provost's job, but many of the problems were self-inflicted.

Her good qualities were overshadowed by the shortcomings, which stemmed primarily from an abrasive style people attributed to McCarthy being a "very intense" person.

Several people expressed concerns about whether it was safe to speak their minds about her ideas or policies, believing it would lead to retribution from the second most-powerful person on campus.

Those fears came to a head in March after Frank Einhellig, a longtime and well-regarded dean of the graduate college, was reassigned -- apparently after disagreeing with McCarthy in internal meetings.

In May, the Faculty Senate approved a resolution censuring McCarthy for "apparent favoritism shown to select individuals" and "the appearance of unethical leadership."

The style and management concerns, coupled with the travel revelations, stirred community reaction. And the tacit acceptance from MSU President James Cofer (who, we should point out, inherited the travel mess and the provost herself) was raising eyebrows.

For the good of the campus climate, and the relationship with the community, the move was necessary. It seems disingenuous, but if they want to spin it as a long-term plan and that she stayed on for a year to help Cofer with his transition, then so be it.

Now it is important for Cofer and the Board of Governors to name an interim provost with a strong academic reputation, but with the people skills and energy to move things forward while a permanent replacement is found.

Our Opinion: Government’s role in classic struggle of man vs. nature

News Tribune

Man versus nature is among the classic themes in both art and life.

Jack London’s short story, “To Build a Fire,” Ernest Hemingway’s tale of “The Old Man and the Sea,” and countless literary and film sagas depict man’s struggle with natural phenomena.

Sometimes, the themes deal with efforts to survive. Other times, the focus falls on human efforts, or obsessions, to control nature.

Expanding on this theme, what is the proper role of government — an institution of, by and for the people — with respect to nature?

Natural disasters this year have dominated headlines in the form of tsunamis, snowstorms, wildfires, flooding and tornadoes in venues ranging from Japan to Joplin.

Government traditionally has deployed resources both proactive and reactive.

On the proactive level, efforts span the strata of governments, ranging from local governments’ siren systems to the federal Corps of Engineers’ attempts to manage water levels and prevent flooding along major waterways.

Those efforts, of late, are a source of much controversy, as floodwaters threaten towns, including many along the Missouri River.

But, as both fact and fiction instruct, efforts to control nature and prevent destruction and death don’t always succeed.

In those cases, governments are relegated to recovery and rebuilding efforts.

An illustrative example is the response to the tornado that devastated Joplin and killed more than 150 people last month.

We commend the efforts of Gov. Jay Nixon’s administration.

In the immediate aftermath of the disaster, state departments waived some regulations and fees to aid victims. Agency personnel — including the Missouri National Guard — were dispatched to locate missing people and secure the area. And the governor sought and received expedited federal aid for the cleanup and has issued executive orders to assist victims and mitigate losses.

Nixon’s commitment, however, exceeds official expectations.

In the aftermath of the President Bush-Hurricane Katrina debacle, elected officials have become acutely aware that a perceived lack of compassion is a political liability.

Nixon’s behavior — his frequent trips to disaster areas and his consistent efforts and actions — indicates he is motivated not merely by politics, but by a sincere and genuine concern.

The chief executive’s behavior is uplifting. It boosts the morale of disaster victims and provides hope.

In the classic struggle of man versus nature, man does not always prevail, but can persevere.

And perseverance is easier with the support of the institution of people that is government.

Your Opinion: Override governor’s veto of voter ID law

Mary Miranda, Lohman: News Tribune
Dear Editor:

I was surprised by the News Tribune’s view as expressed in the June 23 “Our Opinion” section regarding voter photo identification.

In this age of identity theft and rampant voter fraud, it makes perfect sense to require those who wish to exercise their right to vote to prove that they are, in fact, who they say they are.

You quoted the language in Article VIII, Section 2 of the Missouri Constitution, which specifies that voters must be citizens, they must be over the age of 18, and they must be residents of the state and the political subdivision in which they offer to vote, among others specifics.

The law vetoed by the governor does allow voters who do not have photo ID to cast provisional ballots that would be counted once the voter is able to prove he or she is actually eligible to vote in that specific district.

It makes good sense to verify a voter’s eligibility before counting their vote, does it not? Or does the governor believe he will benefit politically from the inevitable fraud that favors Democrats when voting standards are lax? I say lawmakers should override the veto.

By the way, a non-driver’s photo ID may be obtained from the Department of Revenue for $11.

There are two locations, open from 7:30 a.m.- 5 p.m., Monday through Friday. But, in order to get one, you must present legal proof that you are who you say you are and you will need to give a current address. 
Editorial: The education executive — Charlie Dooley could make public schools his legacy
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Two weeks ago, Post-Dispatch reporter Tim Logan reported that parts of north St. Louis County, including some of the county's older inner-ring municipalities, have experienced a precipitous drop in homeownership in the last decade. In the community of Glasgow Village, for example, the home ownership rate dropped from 80 percent to 55 percent.

Homeownership is a key indicator of community stability. Glasgow Village is in the unincorporated portion of the county, so we asked its de-facto mayor, County Executive Charlie A. Dooley, what could be done to turn that situation around?

"The core is education," Mr. Dooley said at a meeting of Post-Dispatch editors and writers. "If kids are properly educated, you have opportunities to bring people back to those communities, to save those communities and build more homes in those communities.

"Even though the county doesn't have any jurisdiction over the schools," he said, "we have the responsibility and the obligation to work with the schools, with the superintendents, with the teachers, with the parents — whatever we can do to make it work."

But what, precisely, could Mr. Dooley do to promote public education in a county carved up among 22 districts, most of which span multiple municipalities, and each of which is led by an independent board? The answer is plenty.

Dr. William H. Danforth, former chancellor of Washington University, noted that state funding is crucial to a school district's ability to provide quality education. He said 'somebody has to be worrying about the foundation formula" — the complicated state system of pooling and allocating property tax revenue among "have" and "have-not" districts.

"It's not glamorous, it's not the sort of thing that politicians like," Mr. Danforth told us, but county government can bring accountability, help coordinate and advocate for equity, fairness and reform in the state funding process.

St. Louis County's Planning Department would be well suited to analyze school funding issues.

Chris Krehmeyer, president of Beyond Housing, a social service organization active in north county, said that he believes that the planning department could be crucial in other ways to help struggling schools.

The county should permit school districts and their communities to "plug in" to county planning services, he said. The county could better coordinate resources and services that have a direct impact on school performance and community stability.

Robbyn Wahby, St. Louis Mayor Francis Slay's deputy chief of staff for education issues, also sees many opportunities for a county executive to make a difference in education. They range from fundraising for college scholarships to finding ways to encourage high-performing districts to support struggling districts.

Using the bully pulpit is the most important strategy, she said, constantly pushing and talking about schools, convening people to work on specific projects and making it hard for them to say no.

How can a busy county executive stay current with something as complicated as efforts to turn around multiple troubled school districts? St. Charles County Executive Steve Ehlmann said that if he were confronted with such a problem, he would turn to his county's Workforce Investment Board.

The board is made up of leaders with employment expertise who are part of a statewide advisory network on job-readiness issues. He would ask the board to change its focus and work as a county advisory board on public education.

The board could be a fresh set of eyes and ears on education issues, and a place where school districts could test ideas, seek resources and search for ways to work together.

Mr. Dooley could build on Mr. Ehlmann's idea. St. Louis County also has a Workforce Investment Board, as does the city of St. Louis (Jefferson and Franklin counties share one). Mr. Dooley could invite each board to form a delegation and then work together to take a regional approach to problems of public education.

"We need to figure this out," Mr. Dooley told us last week. "We can not keep ignoring public education and expect St. Louis — as a metropolitan area, as a region — to be successful."

By becoming an "education executive," Mr. Dooley could help this region to succeed.
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