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Group seeks Mo. ballot measure limiting loans 
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- A group of community and religious leaders is proposing a Missouri ballot measure that would effectively limit the cost of payday loans.

The secretary of state's office on Tuesday approved the wording of a proposed ballot summary, allowing supporters to begin a petition drive to put the question on a statewide ballot.

The proposal would cap interest, fees and charges for payday and car title loans at 36 percent per year. Critics of payday lending often point out that the annual interest on such loans can top 400 percent.

Jim Bryan is the treasurer of Missourians for Responsible Lending. Bryan says capping the cost of short-term loans is a matter of right and wrong.

But critics say the proposal would make it harder for some Missourians to get credit.

Mo. State Fair visitors can check for property 

SEDALIA, Mo. (AP) -- Showing up at the Missouri State Fair could be profitable.

State Treasurer Clint Zweifel (ZWY-ful) says members of the office's unclaimed property team will be at the 2011 State Fair to help Missourians find and claim their property.

The fair opens Thursday and runs 11 days in Sedalia. Zweifel says the team will be at the Mathewson Exhibition Center throughout.

The treasurer says more than 400 account owners claimed nearly $57,000 at the fair last year.

Missouri is holding about $600 million in unclaimed property. Zweifel said the average claim is $300.

The list of unclaimed property can also be found online.

AP IMPACT: Cutbacks force retreat in war on meth 

Police and sheriff's departments in states that produce much of the nation's methamphetamine have made a sudden retreat in the war on meth, at times virtually abandoning pursuit of the drug because they can no longer afford to clean up the toxic waste generated by labs.

Despite abundant evidence that the meth trade is flourishing, many law enforcement agencies have called off tactics that have been used for years to confront drug makers: sending agents undercover, conducting door-to-door investigations and setting up stakeouts at pharmacies to catch people buying large amounts of cold medicine.

The steep cutbacks began after the federal government in February canceled a program that provided millions of dollars to help local agencies dispose of seized labs. Since then, an Associated Press analysis shows, the number of labs seized has plummeted by a third in some key meth-producing states and two-thirds in at least one, Alabama.

The trend is almost certain to continue unless more states find a way to replace the federal money or to conduct cheaper cleanups.

In Michigan, authorities still bust meth labs when they find them, but tougher missions like secretly sending officers into the meth underworld have been scrapped.

"They're not actively out there looking for it," said Tony Saucedo, meth enforcement director for Michigan State Police. "And the big issue is money. We have taken 10 steps backward."

Authorities say they have no doubt that meth trafficking remains brisk. Record busts are being reported in some states that fund their own cleanups.

But in places that rely on federal money, law enforcement agencies feel paralyzed. At least one sheriff became so frustrated that he considered burning meth waste illegally in a landfill rather than leaving it in neighborhoods where curious children could find it.

In Warren County, Tenn., about 70 miles southeast of Nashville, deputies had "always been very aggressive on meth," Sheriff Jackie Matheny said. By midsummer a year ago, they had busted some 70 meth labs. This year, that number tumbled to 24.

"When you have to kind of kick it into neutral, it makes you sick to your stomach because we know it's out there," Matheny said.

Making matters worse, sheriffs say, was the suddenness of the loss, which didn't give cash-strapped local governments any time to come up with another way to pay for cleanups that typically cost $2,500 to $5,000 per lab.

"We didn't have an opportunity to prepare," Matheny said. "We just got a phone call saying, `You're not going to have funds anymore.' It just absolutely crippled us.'"

The AP analysis involved building a database of lab seizures in the nation's top 10 meth-producing states based on 2010 figures. Combined with numbers from the first half of 2011, the statistics showed that seizures had dropped sharply in states that depended on federal money. Yet busts were skyrocketing in states that pay for their own cleanups.

The AP also conducted 50 to 60 interviews to confirm the trend, speaking with police officers, sheriffs and meth-lab specialists in many of the top 10 states.

Lab seizures were down 32 percent through May 31 in Tennessee, which led the nation in seizures in 2010. The numbers were similar or worse in other leading meth states: down 33 percent in Arkansas, 35 percent in Michigan and 62 percent in Alabama.

All of those states relied heavily on funding from the federal Community Oriented Policing Services, or COPS program. It offered local agencies $19.2 million in 2010. That money was not renewed and is unlikely to come back.

"Do you really think our labs fell that much?" asked Tommy Farmer, state meth task force coordinator for Tennessee. "Hell no."

Other figures confirm that meth is thriving. The most recent national survey from the Department of Health and Human Services shows that after declining for several years, the number of first-time meth users rose in 2009 to 154,000, up from 95,000 the previous year. The National Drug Intelligence Center reports that shipments of meth from Mexico are also on the rise.

In states that have developed their own lab cleanup programs, full enforcement has continued. Missouri, the leader in meth lab busts for a decade before falling to No. 2 behind Tennessee last year, has seen a 9 percent increase in seizures through May 31. Kentucky seizures are up 34 percent, Illinois up 36 percent.

Because meth is made using a volatile mix of ingredients such as battery acid, drain cleaner and ammonia, only crews with specialized training are allowed to handle the materials found in labs. The waste and debris cannot be dumped in a regular landfill, only in specially approved waste sites.

In years past, a typical meth lab often consisted of pots of simmering chemicals in basements, kitchens and garages. But then restrictive new laws made it harder to purchase large quantities of the cold medicine pseudoephedrine, a key ingredient. That led many meth makers to give up on big batches in favor of smaller ones produced by combining ingredients in a 2-liter soda bottle.

The majority of labs now use this "shake-and-bake" system, police say.

Under the COPS program, the agency that seizes a lab notifies the Drug Enforcement Administration, which hires a contractor to clean up and remove the meth debris and take it to a disposal site. Those cleanups typically cost at least $2,500, even for a small shake-and-bake lab.

Matheny's office busted 100 meth labs last year. At $2,500 per lab, that would cost the county $250,000 _ money he said the local government doesn't have.

Farmer recalled a conversation with another sheriff who was distressed about the cost of cleanups _ and frustrated that there wasn't a cheaper way.

"He was thinking about taking the meth waste to a landfill and burning it," Farmer said. "I told him not to do that because he would be violating all kinds of laws."

The sheriff's response was that illegally disposing of the waste was a better alternative than leaving it in a neighborhood where kids might get into it.

"He said, `I don't have a choice,'" Farmer said.

States are finding different ways to adapt to the loss of the federal money, but it has not been easy.

Oklahoma was also among the national leaders in meth lab busts in 2010, when it used federal funds for cleanup. After that money dried up, the state agreed to pick up the tab. As a result, lab seizures in Oklahoma have continued to climb _ up 25 percent this year.

The decision was costly: Oklahoma had to scuttle plans to hire a combined 20 drug investigators and educators to pay the cleanup tab.

"We stepped up and decided we had to do this," said Mark Woodward, spokesman for the Oklahoma Bureau of Narcotics.

In states with their own cleanup programs, local police and deputies are trained to remove meth waste and collect it in designated containers _ essentially small metal storage buildings. The DEA picks up the waste and disposes of it.

The system is far less expensive _ $500 for a typical cleanup. Now some states that previously used the COPS money are developing their own container systems, including Michigan and Tennessee, which began its program last month. Arkansas also is looking at a container program.

Meanwhile, states are aggressively pursuing legal means to stop meth before it is made, largely by limiting sales of cold and allergy pills containing pseudoephedrine. A number of states track pseudoephedrine purchases.

In July, Mississippi began requiring a prescription for pseudoephedrine. Meth lab busts there fell 68 percent for the first five months of 2011, compared with the same period in 2010. More than two dozen towns and counties in Missouri have adopted their own prescription-only laws.

Police chiefs and sheriffs agree the problem is too big to ignore.

"We've got to keep moving forward," said Tim Fuller, sheriff of Franklin County, Tenn. "Funding or no funding, it's a public safety issue and a criminal issue, and we can't back down."

Wheelchair program helps prisoners give back 

CHARLESTON, Mo. (AP) -- A new program at a prison in southeast Missouri is allowing inmates to clean and repair walkers, wheelchairs, crutches and canes for people in developing countries.

Prisoners at the Southeast Correctional Center in Charleston are assisting in the Wheels for the World Ministry. Inmates at two other Missouri institutions - Ozark Correctional Center and the Women's Eastern Reception, Diagnostic and Correctional Center - also do work for the ministry. Prisons in several other states also participate.

Missouri Department of Corrections director George Lombardi says the program allows prisoners to give back for the crimes they committed.

Nixon names Rex Burlison, longtime district director, to St. Louis judgeship        

By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter     
Gov. Jay Nixon's decision to appoint longtime aide -- and former judge -- Rex M. Burlison to a circuit judge post in St. Louis has touched off unusually strong criticism from the Missouri Republican Party.

Burlison, a graduate of St. Louis University School of Law, was chosen from three candidates to fill a circuit-judge vacancy in the city of St. Louis' 22nd Circuit. Burlison succeeds Judge Donald L. McCullin, who retired.

Burlison is well-known to local lawyers, prosecutors, St. Louis area political activists -- and journalists. He has been director of Nixon's St. Louis district office since 2009, and subsequently is a fixture at the governor's local events, making sure that proceedings go smoothly.

Earlier, he spent eight years -- from 2001-2009 -- as chief counsel in St. Louis while Nixon was Missouri attorney general, overseeing assistant attorneys general based here. As the governor's announcement states, Burlison "was the lead attorney for the state on several high-profile cases at the trial and appellate levels, both in state and federal court, and also was chief prosecutor for the Missouri No-Call Enforcement Unit."

In the 1990s, then-Gov. Mel Carnahan appointed Burlison -- then a lawyer in private practice -- as an associate circuit judge in St. Charles County.

Burlison also is a former alderman for the city of Cottleville (1991-2000) and is an original board member and past president of Family Advocacy and Community Training, "a non-profit agency that assists, trains and instructs parents of developmentally challenged children to ensure their children receive a quality education specified to their needs," the governor's announcement notes.

The state GOP, however, calls Burlison's appointment "cronyism at its worst,'' in part because of his longtime association with the governor. The Republican Party also highlights a couple of controversies (click here and here) regarding properties owned by Burlison, some in crime-ridden neighborhoods. Burlison has denied any misdeeds and has been defended by Nixon.

High risk insurance pool lowers rates again

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. — The board of directors for Missouri’s high-risk health insurance pool would sure like some more business.

For the second time in a year, the board is dropping the rates for the pool that was funded by the new national health care plan last summer. The pool has $81 million in capacity, and so far it has only expended $5 million.

A total of 550 people around the state are participating in the new pool, so the board is dropping rates by a further 23 percent. The new rates run from about $140 a month for a child under the age of 18, up to $600 a month for a person up to the age of 64 depending on the deductible the policy owner chooses, according to department spokesman Travis Ford.

To qualify, a person must have a pre-existing medical condition and have been without health insurance for more than six months. The insurance is available directly through the department, or through your local insurance agent.

EPA rules may cost CU $200 million
Board discusses how to minimize the financial impact on customers.

Written by Wes Johnson Springfield News-Leader 

Two hundred million dollars.

That's how much City Utilities might have to pay to meet new EPA regulations in the next few years, according to CU staff.

The potential regulatory cost overshadowed a discussion of CU's proposed $528.8 million 2012 budget Tuesday as the board wrestled with how to limit the impact on CU customers.

CU staff believes the Environmental Protection Agency will force utilities to reduce ozone, sulfur dioxide, nitrogen dioxide and fine particulate emissions from power plants within the next five years.

Coal-fired power plants also likely will have to meet new regulations for containing coal ash left over after coal is burned.

CU General Manager Scott Miller told the board that "these are real risks for us."

"And there's no money from the federal government to help us implement any of this?" asked CU board member Krystal McCulloch.

No, according to Steve Stodden, CU's manager of electric supply.

Stodden said CU hired the engineering consulting firm Burns and McDonnell to analyze how the coming EPA rules will affect CU and determine what equipment the utility will need to install to meet the requirements.

Once EPA issues the rules, Stodden said CU would have three years to comply.

"We're hoping $200 million is the top end of what it could cost us," Stodden said. "But that number is not beyond the realm of possibility."

Miller said once the rules do go into effect, there will be a "construction rush" as utilities across the country scramble to get contracts for environmental equipment.

"We need to try to get ahead of the construction rush," Miller said. "My charge to Steve and his staff is don't get me anywhere near that $200 million figure. We've got to find ways to do this better, more efficiently and at less cost" to reduce the impact on Springfield and CU customers.

Miller emphasized that the newly operational John Twitty Energy Center 2 power plant was built to meet or exceed all the new emission rules coming from the EPA.

Aside from possible costs to improve CU's coal ash landfill sites, Miller said JTEC2 likely wouldn't be affected by the new EPA rules.

But the other coal unit at the facility, as well as the coal-fired James River Power Station, likely will need costly emission controls.

Board Chairman Patrick Platter said the utility should consider setting money aside ahead of the rules.

But board member Tom Finnie noted that CU has been criticized in the past for carrying a large reserve fund.

He and board member Lisa Officer said CU should pass those regulatory costs straight through to CU customers because it's a mandate from the federal government.

Finnie said the CU board needs to emphasize the significance of the coming EPA regulations to the Springfield City Council, which is tasked by the City Charter to approve the CU budget.

The council and CU board will have a joint study session and public hearing on the utility's budget on Aug. 16.

The $528.8 million budget is $13 million larger than the current budget.

It includes a 3 percent electric rate increase and 8 percent water increase that take effect in October -- the start of CU's 2012 budget year. Both were previously approved by the City Council.

Major projects include construction of a new bus transfer station, purchase of larger transit buses and an ongoing expansion of the transit fleet maintenance center on North Boonville Avenue.

CU plans to buy a new water pump for its Stockton Lake pumping facility and begin constructing a 1.5 million gallon water tower to improve water pressure in southeast Springfield.
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McCaskill, Nixon Tour Local Businesses

By Betsey Bruce - FOX2now.com 

7:30 p.m. CDT, August 9, 2011
ST. CHARLES & CREVE COEUR(KTVI-FOX2now.com)— The nation's economic troubles were definitely on the mind of factory workers who met with U.S. Senator Claire McCaskill of Missouri Tuesday. She told workers at three companies where she toured she wanted to know what they needed to succeed and how Washington could help them grow.

Workers from pipe manufacturer Trinity Products in St. Charles complained that countries like China are violating U.S. trade rules and undercutting their prices. McCaskill promised to pressure U.S. Customs to better enforce the rules.

Company managers told her the uncertainty over the economy and national policy makes it difficult to make business decisions and to hire more employees.

Nixon says state incentives helped bring high-tech jobs here
By Dale Singer, Beacon staff     

Posted 3:46 pm Tue., 8.9.11  

Gov. Jay Nixon said Tuesday that the same kinds of economic incentives that will help bring up to 80 jobs to the Danforth Plant Science Center in Creve Coeur can be used to attract other employment to Missouri as well.

And he said next month's special session of the legislature will be devoted to the kinds of targeted investment and fiscal discipline that will help make that plan a reality.

Nixon came to the center's BRDGPark -- Bio Research and Development Growth -- to announce that SyMoco, an international biosciences company, would become its newest tenant, starting with 10 jobs with the addition of 70 more planned for the next five years.

A subsidiary of Symbiotic Sciences Ltd. of New Delhi, India, and a joint venture partner with Mycorrhizal Applications Inc. of Oregon, SyMoco expects to develop products that will reduce the need for chemical fertilizer through the use of fungi. The process is designed to help farmers increase crop yields and resistance to weeds and disease.

The company was recruited to Missouri with the help of a $250,000 low-interest loan from the Missouri Technology Corp., to build a specialized growth chamber on the top floor of BRDG Park's Building I, and $1 million in Missouri Quality Jobs Program tax credits. It will receive the credits only after creating the required number of jobs that pay competitive wages and include health benefits, the governor's office said.

The first 10 jobs at the facility will be filled by St. Louis area workers, officials of SyMyco said.

St. Louis County Executive Charlie Dooley, at a news conference announcing the new tenant at the center, called the development "a tremendous opportunity for St. Louis County," telling the business world that "we are here. We are open for business."

He said the partnership between a company in India and a company from Oregon opening a facility in St. Louis County shows how the business world has to work today.

"It's about ideas," Dooley said, "people sharing ideas in collaboration to move forward into the 21st century."

Nixon said that the effort to bring SyMyco to St. Louis is the latest example of his administration's focus on rebuilding employment in Missouri after tough times in the early years of the recession. Echoing his frequent pledge to "focus every day on every job," he said the focus will move in tandem with his promise to maintain fiscal discipline, to make sure that any economic incentives used to create jobs are ones that the state can pay for.

Noting that Missouri's unemployment rate stands at a two-year low of 8.8 percent, while exports are up, Nixon said the economic picture for the state is brightening.

"It's clear that we are about to make that turn," he said, "and it's going to be built on the backs of organizations just like this one."

Nixon had delivered a similar message last week, as he stopped at a start-up facility that builds cutting-age surgical equipment. The governor -- who faces re-election next year -- has been highlighting new jobs in medical fields as one of Missouri's best hopes for improving its economy.

He has run into some criticism from the Missouri Republican Party, which contends that the governor has been holding frequent news conferences about jobs because he's seeking to distract voters from the state's economic troubles over the past three years. The governor's official and campaign staff say he's promoting the truth -- that the state's fiscal and jobs picture is slowly improving.

Last month, Nixon came to the plant science center to announce his program for the special legislative session that will be held in Jefferson City next month. He repeated Tuesday that the session should be short and focused on programs that will make the most efficient use of the state's resources.

The governor has discouraged some Republican legislative leaders from adding any matters to the special session agenda that don't directly involve economic development -- and that don't reflect solid consensus.

For such reasons, he said, he did not include modifications of the state's Distressed Areas Land Assemblage Tax Credit Act, which has been used by developer Paul McKee for his stalled north St. Louis redevelopment project.

Asked why the tax credit act didn't fit into his jobs theme for the special session, since McKee's plan seeks to bring employment to north St. Louis, Nixon said he didn't think the project would have as quick a turnaround for jobs as the other proposals he made for the session.

"It's going to be hard enough to make the dollars work," he said.

Asked how the turmoil in Washington is going to affect Missouri's economy, Nixon repeated his belief that state officials have to "maintain focus on what we can control."

On a tour of the renovated top floor of the BRDG Park building, Mike Amaranthus, head of Mycorrhizal Applications, noted that the work of the new partnership is designed to grow root systems several hundred times more effective because of the addition of tiny fungal threads. Applications range from landscape and forestry to soil restoration and erosion control.

He said the fungi would be grown in a concentrated space. "We don't need a lot of room," he said. "This is all about innovation. This is really a major leap."

Asked about why the company is coming to Creve Coeur, rather than establishing itself in the Northwest, Amaranthus said:

"I have deep roots in Oregon, but the incentives offered by Missouri were too good to turn down."

Lt. Gov. Kinder kicks off tour in Poplar Bluff

Wednesday, August 10, 2011

Daily American Republic

POPLAR BLUFF, Mo. -- Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder kicked off a statewide listening tour Monday by speaking at the Greater Poplar Bluff Area Chamber of Commerce's quarterly luncheon at the Black River Coliseum.

Rep. Todd Richardson also recapped his first year in the Missouri House. 

Kinder, a Republican from Cape Girardeau, said he remembered being at the coliseum three years earlier when flooding struck the area. 

"The hardy people of Butler County have always gotten through," he said. 

He also described the area as "one of the shining examples" of economic advancement, but said statewide Missouri is falling behind. 

"When we were growing up, our neighbor Tennessee was not ahead of us in anything," he said, adding then St. Louis was second in the U.S. auto industry only to Detroit. 

Now, Kinder said, Missouri is ranked as having the third-worst job loss in 2010, only behind Nevada and New Jersey, and 270,000 Missourians cannot find work. He also said Missouri's unemployment rate has been at least 8.8 percent for 26 consecutive months. When President Barack Obama pushed the economic stimulus package in 2009, he said it would keep the unemployment rate below 8 percent, according to Kinder. However, by January 2010 it had risen to 8.9 percent in Missouri, and was at 9.1 percent at the beginning of 2011. 

"Our governor refuses to stand up and refuses to ... lobby for Missouri," said Kinder, who is rumored to be considering a bid for governor in November 2012. 

Kinder also discussed Proposition C, "the Health Care Freedom Act," which was passed by Missouri voters in August 2010. 

"We wanted no part of the individual mandate [Obama has] for us, thank you very much," Kinder said. The act aims to block the federal insurance mandate portion of health care reform. 

Kinder said Missouri was the first to pass such an act, and Butler County led the way with 85 percent approval of the ballot measure. 

Nearly half the states in the country also have now joined his constitutional challenge of the "misbegotten federal health control law," Kinder said, adding the cost of the challenge is "privately funded." 

"There is not a nickel of your taxpayer money in it," he said. 

Kinder said the act would carry a $2,000 tax on any business of more than 50 employees that does not offer insurance. He said it creates a "disincentive" for small businesses to hire their 51st employee. 

The matter is now before the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Eighth Circuit. 

Kinder also addressed local business growth, which he said is "the way out of this." He commended "the construction of two fine new hospitals in a town that really deserves them." 

When asked about the Missouri Health Facilities Review Committee potentially holding up hospital construction in Butler County, Kinder said the governor should have intervened to help the approval process along. 

"That commission does not know better than the people of Poplar Bluff what you need," he said. 

Richardson said he did not think a state agency's permission should have to be sought for a private project. 

Kinder said certificate of need committees were formed in the 1970s under the direction of the federal government with the belief that hospitals should be run differently than other privately owned businesses. He served on Missouri's in the 1990s but said he often admitted he did not know better than locals whether a new hospital would benefit a community. Other states have since abolished the committees, Kinder said. 

Sandy Wood said she understood a committee voting on whether a hospital would benefit a community, but not on its placement. 

Kinder said the committee was then serving as a "super Poplar Bluff Planning and Zoning." 

Pertinent address: 

Black River Coliseum, Poplar Bluff, MO 

Area biotech facility lands key international client 

BY GEORGINA GUSTIN • ggustin@post-dispatch.com 

Posted: Wednesday, August 10, 2011 

Creve Coeur • The biotech incubator BRDG Park has landed an exotic new tenant — one that promises 80 new jobs and helps solidify the region's international reputation.

On Tuesday, BRDG Park President Sam Fiorello and Gov. Jay Nixon announced that SyMyco, a plant science company and subsidiary of New Delhi, India-based Symbiotic Sciences will base its American operations in BRDG Park's labs, which are part of the Donald Danforth Plant Science Center. SyMyco's research focuses on increasing crops yields, nutrient uptake and carbon recapture through certain fungi.

"This is an enterprise that could've gone anywhere in the world," Fiorello said, explaining that SyMyco was also being courted by a research park at Virginia Tech.

The company ultimately chose BRDG and the St. Louis area, however, in part because of a $250,000 low-interest loan from the Missouri Technology Corp. to build a specialized growth chamber, as well as an in-house, customized job training program that will help educate future employees.

SyMyco will launch with 10 employees, ultimately adding 70 more within five years. When its employment tally reaches the promised 80, Missouri Technology Corp. will forgive the loan.

Fiorello said the family-run company also made a connection with people here, helping ease the choice.

"It's the X factor," he said. "It's about the relationships. We went out to dinner a thousand times."

SyMyco will occupy 1,800-square feet of lab space on the top floor of BRDG Park, which has been under construction for months.

Company executives first met BRDG Park and Danforth executives and researchers in 2009 at the inaugural Ag Innovation Showcase, a now-annual event that allows agricultural and biotech scientists to present their research. The event has become the premier networking event for agriculturally focused biotechnology and research.

SyMyco is a joint venture partner with Oregon-based Mycorrhizal Applications.

Backlash over Missouri's teacher 'Facebook law'

BY TIM BARKER • tbarker@post-dispatch.com 

Posted: Wednesday, August 10

A new Missouri law regulating teachers' use of social networking sites such as Facebook is drawing opposition from educators, parents and students.

And it threatens to erupt into a civil liberties fight over the free speech rights of educators.

Most critics support the overall intent of the Amy Hestir Student Protection Act, which takes effect Aug. 28, but they say lawmakers went too far with their effort to prevent sexual abuse of students.

And as districts rush to put new policies in place — as required by law — there is little agreement over just exactly what the law allows or forbids. That's prompted the American Civil Liberties Union of Eastern Missouri to threaten legal action unless the Legislature makes changes.

"We may have as many different interpretations of the law as we have school districts," said Anthony Rothert, an ACLU attorney. "When it comes to the First Amendment, there needs to be clarity."

The law — named after a woman who said she was sexually abused, at age 12, by a teacher — gives districts until Jan. 1 to develop policies. But many are trying to get it done before the school year starts.

Some districts say the law will make it illegal for teachers to include students among their Facebook friends. Some say it's OK as long as a teacher's Facebook profile allows public access. Some say email isn't regulated by the law. Others say it is.

And out of the Kansas City area, there have been reports of a district requiring teachers with Twitter and Facebook accounts to give school officials access to those accounts.

Some of these policies may be the result of districts misunderstanding the law, said Sen. Jane Cunningham, R-Chesterfield, the author of the legislation.

"The only thing it bans is exclusive communication," said Cunningham, who also noted that districts do have the right to be more strict than the law requires.

Among those rising to oppose the new measure is Cameron Carlson, a recent graduate of Marquette High School. After learning about the law, he started a Facebook group "Students, Parents and Teachers against Missouri Senate Bill #54 Sec. 162.069," reflecting again the idea that opponents are targeting a very small piece of the law. They have no issue with the law's efforts to make districts more accountable for reporting the sexual misconduct of employees.

The group — one of several on Facebook — has grown to more than 840 members since its launching last week.

Carlson talked this week about the mentoring relationships he enjoyed with teachers during his years in school. Social networking sites like Facebook, he said, can help those sorts of relationships grow. And he objected to the idea that electronic exchanges between teachers and students need to be monitored.

"Every teenager doesn't want to tell their parents everything. That's normal," Carlson said.

Teachers also are complaining about what they see as a blow to their educational toolbox. At a time when students prefer to communicate through cellphones, texting and social networking, teachers say there may be times when they need access to those avenues.

"To cut that off at the knees is not, educationally, a sound practice," said Matthew Schott, publications adviser at Francis Howell Central High School and co-president of the Missouri Interscholastic Press Association.

Others say the law will likely scare some teachers away from social networking, creating a situation where they in effect censor themselves.

"That's the worse thing that could come from this," said Mitch Eden, a journalism teacher at Kirkwood High School.

While Missouri appears to be the first state to attempt to tackle the subject, this isn't exactly a new thing, said Steve Jones, a professor of communication at the University of Illinois at Chicago.

Over the past 100 years, similar efforts have followed virtually every unexpected technological breakthrough. Social networking is simply the latest advance from which we need to be protected, Jones said.

Jones questioned whether the law will cause any serious harm to classroom teaching efforts. But he also questioned its ability to protect children.

"I see this as something that's well-intentioned, but probably not much use," Jones said.

Sunday forum: No longer 'friends'? 

Law bars private communication between students and teachers

By Kelsey Ryan

Globe Staff Writer The Joplin Globe Tue Aug 09, 2011, 10:24 AM CDT 

JOPLIN, Mo. — Several Joplin schoolteachers are already “de-friending” students on Facebook and creating Facebook fan pages instead in an effort to stay within a new law that was signed by Gov. Jay Nixon on July 14.

Popularly called the “Facebook Law,” the Amy Hestir Student Protection Act aims to protect children from the reach of predators.

It contains requirements of stricter investigation of alleged sexual offenses in schools and more thorough background checks of educators, and requires schools to disclose why certain personnel have been terminated in relation to inappropriate sexual behavior, to avoid legal action.

But the section of the act that has received some backlash is where it states: “No teacher shall establish, maintain, or use a non-work-related Internet site which allows exclusive access with a current or former student.”

The phrase “exclusive access,” as defined by the bill, means that third parties, such as school personnel and parents, have “no access to the information on the website absent an explicit consent agreement with the owner (teacher).” The top martyr of the bill? Facebook.

Teacher reaction

The Missouri State Teachers Association, with more than 44,000 members statewide, reviewed the bill prior to it becoming law and approved of it. But Todd Fuller, director of communication for the association, said it did not realize the vast implications of the vague wording in the paragraph about social media and exclusive access.

“The part that focuses on social media, it’s one paragraph, and it starts out saying that districts have to create policies dealing with communication,” Fuller said. “If it ended with that, it would be fine. The language in that section of the bill then gets vague about specific communication and what teachers can’t do. That’s where we’ve been frustrated and what our members are frustrated about.”

Fuller said that MSTA values the entirety of the bill in its pursuit to help protect children but that the organization is already advocating for change in wording of the bill. On MSTA’s Facebook page, it asked members how they’ve used social networking in a positive way and how teachers would rewrite that section of the bill to utilize the benefits of social networking while interacting with students.

“I think the wording will be changed,” Fuller said. “Everybody needs to keep in mind that most districts have a policy in place already that focuses on media and communication. The frustration comes when there’s legislation that tries to address the issue but doesn’t address it accurately or thoroughly. Even if it’s not the intent of the bill to say that you can’t use Facebook to talk to students, some people are reading it that way, and that’s disappointing.”  

Joplin schools used social media and texting to locate students after the May 22 tornado. That has been a primary example to teachers across the state how technology can be helpful to teachers, Fuller said.

“We look at how we utilized Facebook in this disaster, and it has been a key tool for us on a lot of levels,” said C.J. Huff, Joplin superintendent of schools. “It allowed us to make contact with families and students. It’s allowed us to help families get reconnected who may have been separated. So it’s been an integral part of the response system we’ve put in place.”

‘Bad apples’

“Some opponents say that the bill somehow points inappropriate fingers at teachers,” said State Rep. Chris Kelly, the handler of the act before it became law. “That’s not true. Everyone knows that the vast majority of teachers are incredibly productive, but some are bad apples. The bill is clearly a ‘bad apple’ bill. Teachers can do whatever they want with their personal Facebook with consenting adults. They should not be allowed to do things with students, which are not subject to review by schools and parents.”

So will Joplin schools go through and search all of the district’s employees’ Facebook pages student “friends”?

“Absolutely not. We don’t have the time for it,” Huff said. “We will certainly address things once they become known. But certainly, once again, what’s been accomplished is we get to focus on something of no consequence, which distracts us from our business of taking care of kids. We’re already monitoring that and we do a good job of that.

“And when there are issues out there, those issues tend to come to the surface and we investigate that, and that particular component of the bill, once again, is an unfunded mandate that requires some level of supervision above and beyond what we are already doing — it’s another challenge that has to be overcome that is distracting from our mission.”

Huff said that social media is a part of education reform and can be utilized in a positive manner to communicate with students.

He said, “99.9 percent of teachers in the state of Missouri and across this nation will do the right thing, and the .1 percent that make it difficult for the rest of us will find other ways to accomplish what they want to accomplish. The fact that everybody else is being held to that standard because of a few is not, in my opinion, a fair way of addressing the issue.”  

Joplin School District’s policies

Huff said that the district already has social media policies integrated into its code of conduct policy for its faculty and staff.

“Prior to the storm, we had many, many teachers who have students who are friends on their Facebook page,” Huff said. “Now the word ‘friend’ may be taken out of context. Think about the student-teacher relationship. That bond that is created is deeper than a friendship.

“Facebook is a communication tool that is on a kid level. Kids utilize Facebook. That is how they communicate. And whether we as adults like that or not, it’s inconsequential in the sense that it’s not going away. It’s here. It’s a tool that kids use to communicate and for us to connect with kids, Facebook is a very important tool for us.”

The district’s policy states that staff members are expected to “maintain courteous and professional relationships with students” and that these “boundaries will be maintained regardless of the student’s age, the perceived consensual nature of the relationship, the location of the activity or whether the staff member directly supervises the student.”

The policy also states examples of professional physical and emotional violations, which include dating students, discussing sexual topics with students “verbally or by any form of written, pictorial or electronic communication,” telling sexual jokes, or providing personal contact information like a cellphone number or email address without consent from a supervisor.

Additionally, staff cannot grant access to students of a personal social network site or website that “discusses or portrays sex, nudity, alcohol or drug use or other behaviors associated with the staff member’s private life that would be inappropriate to discuss with a student at school;” grant access to a portion of a personal website that is not accessible to the public; or “post information about identifiable students on a personal website or webpage on a social networking site without the permission of a supervisor.”

“The advantage of Facebook, from an administrative perspective, is that if something is going on, there’s actual, written documentation out there somewhere of the conversations, how the relationship started and gives us a little bit more evidence and opportunity to find out if something like that is actually going on,” Huff said.

The policy can be read in full at: http://policy.msbanet.org/joplin/showpolicy.php?file=GBH-C.1C.

Bill supporters

State Sen. Jane Cunningham, who is on the Education Committee, sponsored the bill and said that some people think the law aims to take away the private websites of teachers.

“(The law) only prohibits exclusive access to students with communication that is hidden. If the message is publicly viewable, it automatically meets the law. School districts can be more strict, but the local districts may say no texting, unless you copy the parent and department head. The same thing may be the case for emails.”

Cunningham also said most of the regulation for the new law would be up to individual school districts.

“Districts must have written policies by Jan. 1, 2012, but they will have to abide by certain rules,” Cunningham said.

The act is named after Amy Hestir, a now 40-something woman who alleges she was victimized by a teacher when she was a teenager.

“She was an inspiration,” said Kelly, the state legislator. “She testified in favor of the bill in the House and Senate and has been a consistent supporter of the legislation. She’s a brave woman for being able to talk publicly about what happened to her when she was in school, when a teacher misused her.”

Cunningham said the law first came into fruition after The Associated Press released a national report about sexual misconduct in public schools that said Missouri was the 11th-worst state in the nation for educators losing their licenses for sexual misconduct.

UCM president: Despite state cuts, enrollment growing

By Dennis Rich - Sedalia Democrat

WARRENSBURG — The streamlining of academic and administrative departments and its “Choose Red” recruitment drive have helped the University of Central Missouri grow despite successive years of state aid cuts.

That was the word Tuesday from UCM President Charles Ambrose, who spoke to reporters one week before what the university expects to be a year of record enrollment.

“We are still somewhat in control of our own destiny,” Ambrose said, noting that the university has seen an annual average 7 percent reduction in state funding over the last three years.

In response to declining state support and changes in higher education brought about by the economic downturn that began in 2008, Ambrose and university officials set about reorganization of the campus’ academic programs, reducing colleges from five to four and academic departments from 33 to 25. 

The move was expected to save the university more than $600,000 in operating costs.

With last year’s enrollment adding nearly 1,000 students between the August start of classes and the final census of students in September, Ambrose said UCM ended the last fiscal year with about $2.5 million in unbudgeted tuition revenues.

A similar increase from August to September enrollment numbers could see UCM post its largest enrollment numbers ever, Ambrose said.

He was quick to point out that those additional revenues are solely from new students, rather than tuition increases seen at many public and private institutions over the last couple years.

UCM will raise tuition rates 4.2 percent this year, bringing the average bill for in-state undergraduate tuition to about $7,000.

Ambrose said the increase would help the university keep pace with inflation while still keeping tuition relatively affordable.

However, the university can only do so much to close the funding gap, and “enrollment can’t supplant that primary investment” of state dollars, he said.

Given political moods and the economy, Ambrose expects funding to be an issue of concern, noting that institutions once talked of “10-year plans” and now “we just look at getting through the next three or four years.”

He said university recruiters have been touting the school’s affordable cost and high placement rate for graduates as they promoted UCM’s “Choose Red” enrollment campaign, meant to raise the university’s profile throughout the Midwest.

He also touted growing partnerships with private companies and other public institutions, meant to further increase the value of education for UCM students.

“As much change as this campus has seen, I am glad to not be going along the path with everyone kicking and screaming,” Ambrose said, crediting administrators, faculty and staff and students with working to help the university refine its mission to meet the demands of students looking for value and employers looking for well-trained graduates.

MISSOURINET

Senators want answers from Corps 

By Bob Priddy on August 10, 2011

Senators from Missouri River states want some answers from the Corps of Engineers about applying lessons from this year’s flood to planning for next year.  But the Corps says it’s already doing many of the things the Senators want.
The Senators want to know how the Corps will use National Weather Service data for the rest of this year and next—-the Corps already uses short-term and long-term forecasting.  They want the Corps to improve communication with the public and government officials.  The Corps says it’s always trying to improve communications.   The Senators want a plan and a timetable for federal assistance in repairing flood damage to levees and other structures.  Brigadier General John McMahon, the commander of the Northwest Division, says the Corps doesn’t have to wait for the water to go down to start that process and has, in fact, already started it. .

The Senators also want the Corps’ plan for investments in federal infrastructure to reduce near-term flood damage.  McMahon says the Corps can create a plan, but it will be up to government leaders to set the priorities, knowing that budget cuts will make less money available.

State high-risk insurance pool lowers rates

By Allison Blood on August 9, 2011

The Department of Insurance says the high-risk insurance pool was created about a year ago with federal funds available for paying claims. Spokesman Travis Ford says over the past year, the department has had to figure out what rates should be, and as a result, the rates have dropped 23 percent.

Rates are anywhere from 161 to 601 dollars depending on age. Anyone with a pre-existing condition who has not had insurance for six months is qualified for this coverage. Ford says there’s room for more recipients. There are currently about 550 recipients, and Ford says there’s room for about 2,500.

Ford says the pool is funded by premiums, not state tax dollars, and the money that comes from the federal government is to pay claims. Those interested can apply at mhip.org.

Education department wants a waiver from No Child Left Behind

By Allison Blood on August 9, 2011

The state department of elementary and secondary education says it wants to file for a waiver from parts of the No Child Left Behind Act for the 2012 school year.

Vandeven says even though Missouri school’s test scores are improving, they’re not meeting the standards of No Child Left Behind. The law puts Missouri on track to improve eight percent each year in the number of students who are proficient in standardized test scores.

She says if the state gets a waiver, there will be different ways of measuring progress that don’t punish the whole school for one area that needs improvement.

Another difference would be in the way teachers are evaluated. But the emphasis on college and career readiness would stay the same.

She says this does not decrease the accountability the state has for education. She says though the exact standards haven’t been established, Missouri will use its own formula to measure progress.

She says the next step is public hearings to make sure school districts and the public want the waiver. After that, Missouri will apply for a waiver after the federal government gives further guidelines in September. Several other states have already applied for a waiver. 

Senator McCaskill says ‘super committee’ must have a broad focus

By Mike Lear on August 10, 2011

The remaining nine members of the bipartisan Joint Select Committee on Deficit Reduction must be appointed by Tuesday.  The body must identify $1.5 trillion in cuts to federal programs by November 23rd, or across-the-board spending cuts will occur.

With the three Senate Democrats that will sit on that committee having been named, Senator Claire McCaskill has been passed over for the difficult assignment.  She says those three and the nine to-be-appointed lawmakers will have tough decisions to make and cannot be concerned with their political futures.

McCaskill says the committee must be broad in its view and look at everything, including both spending and revenues.  She hopes it will identify more than the 1.5 trillion dollars required by the debt ceiling compromise. 

BLOG ZONE
Penthouse Pet Dishes on Peter Kinder: "He Was One of My Best Customers"

By Sarah Fenske  - Riverfront Times

Tammy Chapman, the former Penthouse Pet photographed earlier this year with Missouri Lt. Governor Peter Kinder at a south-city bar known for its "pantsless parties," says she never had an affair with the politician -- but it wasn't for lack of trying on his part.

In fact, Chapman tells Daily RFT, Kinder was obsessed with her nearly sixteen years ago, when she was a young stripper on the East Side and he was an up-and-coming Republican state senator -- to the point that she cut off all contact. Still, when he saw her at Verlin's Bar and Grill last winter, after they hadn't seen each other in years, she says that Kinder -- who is now widely believed to be mounting a challenge to incumbent Governor Jay Nixon, a Democrat -- suggested she move into his Brentwood condo.

The condo's $1,555 monthly rent is paid for by Kinder's campaign committee, records show. 

Kinder's spokesman, Jay Eastlick, referred all questions to his campaign committee. The spokesman for the committee, Jared Craighead, did not return two calls seeking comment. (We'll update this post if we hear back.)

Chapman was Penthouse's "pet of the month" in August 1992. In an exclusive interview, she tells Daily RFT that she met Kinder, then a 40-year-old state senator, around 1994, while she was working as an "entertainer" at the Diamond Cabaret in Sauget, Illinois. (The club has since changed its name.) She introduced herself to Kinder by giving him a hug and sitting on his lap; he gave her a business card showing he was a state senator.

"I'm not a political person, so big whoop," Chapman says. 

But if she was unimpressed with the politician, he seemed very impressed with her. The never-married Kinder started coming to the club every Monday, and then every Monday and every Wednesday. He showered Chapman with attention, bringing her cookies and brownies and writing her at least a half-dozen letters. And, she says, he continually pestered her to attend functions with him in his hometown of Cape Girardeau. She declined.

But even though she estimates Kinder was spending an estimated $200 per visit, Chapman 

eventually cut off contact. "He became very aggressive with me," she says. "I couldn't tolerate what he was making me do."
Chapman alleges that while she gave the state senator private dances, he would grab her by the shoulders and aggressively try to force her head into his lap. "He'd pull me down to his groin -- really, really hard, to the point that it hurt me," she says. Alarmed by his conduct and the letters he was writing, she told him not to come in any more. "I was willing to give up the money he gave me," she says simply.

Even then, he'd visit. "He would show up and sit there and just ogle me," Chapman recalls.

Eventually, says Chapman, Kinder gave up. She saw him four years ago at an NRA convention: Their eyes locked, and Chapman confided to a companion that this was the creepy guy she'd told him about. But the two never spoke.

That is, until earlier this year, when Kinder showed up while she was tending bar at Verlin's, a south-city watering hole famous for its "Pantsless Parties," during which bartenders sling drinks while clad only in their underwear. Kinder walked in during the day, and she was fully clothed, Chapman recalls. (She has since left Verlin's.)
Records at the Missouri Ethics Commission show that Kinder's campaign began paying rent on a condo at the Villas at Brentwood on March 7 and spent $889 on furniture for the place a week later. (After the St. Louis Post-Dispatch revealed that he'd spent more than $52,000 in taxpayer money at luxury hotels in the St. Louis area, including the Four Seasons and the Chase Park Plaza, Kinder announced that his campaign would be leasing a condo in Richmond Heights for his frequent visits to the city. But the lease was clearly inked at least a month earlier than Kinder's announcement, his campaign finance reports show.) 

The bartender didn't take the invitation as a platonic one. "He told me it was a big place, with a couple of bedrooms, and I could have my own -- unless I wanted to come snuggle up with him," Chapman says. "It was like going straight back to the past when he'd offer to have me come to events in Cape Girardeau all the time. I declined, declined and declined -- every offer he gave me. I only danced with him because he gave me money."

Now 39 years old, Chapman has maintained her lithe figure and dancer's posture. (In person she looks tiny despite her curves, and much younger than in the now-infamous photo circulating through the media.) As a young stripper, she'd chosen not to tell men the truth about her personal life, knowing that if they learned she was gay, it would interfere with her tips. But today she's out and proud of who she is.

So when Kinder made his proposition, she says, she didn't just turn him down -- she shot him down. "I said, 'Oh, honey, I don't think my girlfriend would like that!'" He was out of the bar in less than an hour; she hasn't heard from him since.

As for that famous photo, she's mystified as to how it got out. She took it, she says, and she e-mailed it to him before deleting it. Kinder, she says, is the only person she e-mailed it to; she has no idea how it wound up being sent to Riverfront Times.

Chapman says she's speaking out because she's disgusted by Kinder's behavior, both in the mid-'90s and today. "He uses his political business card to get women," she says.

She adds, "He is not fit for public office."

 EDITORIALS … & Letters to the Editor
The Star’s editorial | Missouri needs better ways to track educational progress

Missouri has always been a poster child for a glaring deficiency in the federal education law known as the No Child Left Behind Act.

To its credit, Missouri uses rigorous tests to measure how well and how much students are learning. But that means fewer students hit the federally required performance targets than their peers in states with less demanding standards.

The problem came sharply into focus when the results of last year’s Missouri Assessment Program, or MAP tests, were recently made public. Most schools statewide showed progress in math, communication arts, or both. But three out of four schools fell short of the benchmarks required to meet the federal definition of “adequate yearly progress.” 

In the Kansas City area, about 84 percent of approximately 300 schools fell short of the goal. Even highly regarded districts such as Lee’s Summit and Liberty didn’t meet the federal designation of adequate yearly progress.

Missouri has its share of troubled schools and districts, but the federal definitions do the state a disservice. Indeed, the No Child Left Behind measurements are becoming irrelevant to families and the public.

Unfortunately, Congress is dragging its feet on an overhaul of the sweeping education law. It seems that House Republicans and the Democratic senators disagree on the direction of the reform. (Shocking, we know.)

U.S. Education Secretary Arne Duncan has told states they may be able to avoid sanctions built into the law by proposing meaningful accountability measures. Missouri should take advantage of that offer.

A move under way among most of the 50 states to create a common set of education standards and assessment measures should also help clear up some of the confusion.

Meanwhile, families and members of the public who are seeking reliable information about a school’s performance should check out the Missouri Department of Elementary and Secondary Education’s new user-friendly website at mcds.dese.mo.gov.

Facebook friends

Wednesday, August 10, 2011 - seMissourian.com

If you're a teacher in Missouri, you might want to filter through your Facebook friend list and delete any students younger than 18. 
Senate Bill 54 -- referred to by some as the "Facebook Law" -- was signed by Gov. Nixon last month. The law prohibits the private online connection between students under the age of 18 with school employees, and any work-related website must be available to school administrators and the child's legal custodian, physical custodian or legal guardian. 

New teachers in the Cape Girardeau School District were informed last week at their orientation not to connect with students online, and other teachers in the area have also taken heed and started deleting whom they are friends with on the popular social networking site. 

Some might argue it is not the government's place to tell teachers whom they can connect with online. However, with the number of incidents of inappropriate teacher-student relationships and the potential for an innocent teacher to be falsely accused, this policy -- whether mandated by the government or not -- makes sense. 

This week we've posed the question to you, our readers, whether you support this move by the state. To chime in and participate in the discussion, go to semissourian.com to vote in the weekly poll question. 

USA TODAY MISSOURI NEWS

Monday, Aug. 8, 2011 — No update

Tuesday, Aug. 9, 2011 — St. Louis — State sheriff websites hacked by a group known as Anonymous are mostly back up. Anonymous said in a statement it had hacked into about 70 mostly rural law enforcement websites and stolen 10 gigabytes worth of data, including e-mails and credit card numbers, in retaliation for the arrests of its sympathizers in the U.S. and Great Britain.

Wednesday, Aug. 10, 2011 — Jefferson City —  Ryan Ferguson, 26, serving a 40-year prison sentence for the 2001 killing of Columbia Daily Tribune sports editor Kent Heitholt, will get to present new evidence in court to try to prove his innocence. A jury convicted Ferguson in 2005 largely on testimony of Charles Erickson, a former high school friend, who got 25 years in the strangling. Erickson now says he acted alone.
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