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Do Missouri Democrats Still Support President Obama?

KMOX - Kevin Killeen/Brett Blume
August 24, 2011 6:34 AM

WASHINGTON, D.C. (KMOX) -  With 45% of Americans now “strongly disapproving” of President Barack Obama’s job performance in the latest Rasmussen poll, can the president still count on strong support from a couple of key supporters in his 2008 White House bid?

In the run-up to that election, Democrat Claire McCaskill was an early Obama backer when many of her colleagues were still supporting Hillary Clinton.

But during a stop in the St. Louis area Tuesday, McCaskill seemed to sidestep when asked whether she will support Obama in his 2012 reelection bid.

“I think what America will have next year is a choice,” she told KMOX News, “and I think it will be a pretty vivid choice.”

She admits that President Obama has made mistakes during his first term.

“However, I think it is accurate to say I’m supporting the president’s reelection over any of the Republican candidates that are currently in the field,” she added.

The president can count on solid support from at least one Missouri Democrat.

“I do endorse the president for 2012,” said Congressman Russ Carnahan during a tour of a St. Louis County manufacturer during a week-long jobs tour.

He adds that support is unconditional and not based on which Republican might eventually win that party’s nomination.

Carnahan believes Obama has provided a steady hand while guiding the country’s economic ship through extremely turbulent waters.

“The president has dealt with multiple and complex issues that have landed on his plate,” Carnahan suggested.  “He was presented with an economy that was in very tough shape.”

He believes that given another four years, President Obama offers the best hope for putting the economy back on track.

Manufacturing tours, not town halls, are the congressional activity of choice 
By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter    
Posted 9:33 pm Tue., 8.23.11 
As area members of Congress have fanned across the state for this month's recess, they're all business. Preferably, small business.

Not town halls.

Republican or Democrat, the common thread is striking.

Instead of potentially raucous town halls open to the public, Missouri's U.S. senators -- Republican Roy Blunt and Democrat Claire McCaskill -- are spending this August touring manufacturing plants and other businesses around the state.

Ditto for most area members of the U.S. House, including Democrat Russ Carnahan and Republican Blaine Luetkemeyer.

Any groups they're addressing are most likely impromptu sessions with the business' workers, or roundtable discussions scheduled with local business leaders.

On Tuesday, for example, Carnahan (left) was in southwest St. Louis County touring the facilities of Seiler Instruments, which specializes in advanced scientific equipment, such as microscopes and projection devices used in planetariums. At the same time, McCaskill was in north St. Louis visiting Dial Corp., the soap and toiletries manufacturer.

Blunt (right) was holding a series of business roundtables in mid-Missouri. He will be in the St. Louis area on Wednesday, with a similar schedule of business-oriented stops.

In all three cases, the officials are in the midst of a string of pro-business stops that are slated to go on for days. Most are open to the press, but not the general public.

McCaskill bills her events the "Missouri Manufacturing Jobs Tour,'' and notes that it began a couple weeks ago.

U.S. Rep. Blaine Luetkemeyer, R-St. Elizabeth, also has been meeting with business groups, some in the St. Louis area. U.S. Rep. William Lacy Clay, D-St. Louis, has addressed several large crowds representing labor or the elderly.

In an interview at Seiler, Carnahan said his focus is pro-business, and not anti-town hall. "I've done regular town halls,'' the congressman said, citing several he held this spring.

He was targeting businesses this month, Carnahan continued, to highlight small businesses displaying "innovation in the private sector."

"You get to see people successfully making things here at home,'' Carnahan explained.

McCaskill and Blunt have offered similar sentiments.

Controlled interaction
But Dave Robertson, a political science professor at the University of Missouri-St. Louis, said he believes that there are dual aims at work.

"It's both about jobs, and avoiding open-ended town halls,'' the professor said.

Visiting businesses, he emphasizes, "is pretty typical, and what candidates do" to illustrate that they care about jobs.  That's true whether they're running for mayor, Congress or the White House, Robertson said.

But what's different this summer, he continued, are the poll numbers showing that the public holds members of Congress -- regardless of party -- in particularly low esteem.

"The lack of town halls is a real indicator of how tough the climate is for incumbents in Congress right now," Robertson said.

With the public angry over federal spending, proposed cuts, potential tax hikes and possible curbs in popular programs, Robertson said that members of Congress in both major parties would prefer to avoid town halls where, for the past two years, they often face "hostile questions from left or right field."

So instead, they opt for what he called "a much more controlled form" of interaction with the public.

When a politician tours a business, said Robertson, they're "more certain what the message is going to be coming out of it."

That's not entirely true. Carnahan, for example, ended his Seiler tour in the cafeteria, which was packed wall-to-wall with employees eager to meet a congressman -- and to pose a question or two.

(Seiler's plant is in the 2nd District, but chief executive Rick Seiler estimates that at least half of his 180-person workforce resides in Carnahan's 3rd District.)

Questions and answers
Although the queries were respectful, a few were pointed. All the questioners were well-informed.

The topics included:

-- What's the congressman going to do now that his district was eliminated during the legislative redistricting? ("I'm definitely running for Congress next year,'' Carnahan said, while allowing he has yet to decide which district he will run in.)

-- What's his opinion of how to resolve the federal budget deficits? (Carnahan replied that he backed a mix of revenue increases and spending cuts. He called for reforming the federal tax code.)

-- Will there be significant cuts in federal defense spending? (Seiler has a number of sensitive contracts with the U.S. Department of Defense. Carnahan said he believed much of the defense savings would come from winding down the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq.)

A spokesman for McCaskill (right) said her tours have enabled the senator to "hear input from manufacturers on commonsense ways to create more jobs and stop jobs from being shipped overseas," her staff said.

She also has tried to hold town hall-style gathering with workers at many of her business stops. Communications director Trevor Kincaid said that health care and the federal debt ceiling were among the top topics at Dial, which had barred reporters from accompanying the senator during her tour.

The chief difference between such gatherings and traditional town halls, he added, is that "she's going to see them, rather than them going to see her.''

McCaskill has found herself in particularly spirited town halls over the past two years, such as an August 2009 event in Jefferson County.

In her talks now with workers, "there's definitely an exchange'' of ideas and views, Kincaid added. It's just "a different style'' from traditional public town halls.

Kincaid observed that at times, regular town halls can attract "people with an agenda'' from left or right, who seek to monopolize the event.

Not everyone is happy with this month's lack of town halls.  A progressive coalition of labor, elderly, community activists and the unemployed are holding their own town hall in Ballwin on Wednesday within a block of a local office for U.S. Rep. Todd Akin, R-Wildwood. A spokeswoman said the town hall is to protest Akin's decision not to hold any.

An Akin spokesman said earlier that the congressman is holding tele-town halls, instead. The telephone events are open only to people selected by the congressman's staff. 

Meanwhile, the business stops also appear to influence the politicians as well. Carnahan, for example, appeared to embrace the same language that Blunt often has used to characterize his talks with businesses. Echoing Blunt, Carnahan said that business executives seek more "certainty'' from the federal government when it comes to tax and regulatory policy.

"Small businesses are the single best job-creators,'' Carnahan added.

That's a sentiment both parties can agree on.

Town hall meetings down for members of Congress 

St. Louis Post-Dispatch - BY BILL LAMBRECHT and jake wagman
Posted: Wednesday, August 24, 2011 7:30 am
Given voters' feelings about Congress, it's easy to see why members are choosing to connect with constituents in more-intimate gatherings than in summers past.

A survey this week by No Labels, a watchdog group, found that about 60 percent of U.S. House members this August recess were not holding town hall meetings that enable wide-open give and take with constituents.

The trend may have something to do with the diminished standing of Congress — which had a 13 percent approval rating in a Gallup survey last week, matching the historic low.

House members in the St. Louis region as well as Missouri's senators are among those opting for events that bring them in contact with voters in a more controlled fashion than town hall meetings.

Though town halls have long been a political staple, Sen. Claire McCaskill, D-Mo., suggested that they are not the best tool for gauging public sentiment.

"It is fair to say that most people that go to town halls come with their minds made up firmly in one direction or the other," McCaskill said.

McCaskill added she has no plan to abandon town halls for good. "I think it's important that people get the chance to yell at me and tell me they think Washington is full of it. Frankly, at this point, I couldn't agree with them more."

In August 2009, the height of the health care debate, police intervention was required at town hall forums sponsored by McCaskill and Rep. Russ Carnahan, D-St. Louis. At the Carnahan event, six people including a reporter were arrested after a melee broke out in the parking lot. McCaskill later canceled a planned town hall in University City over concerns about more violence.

This year, Carnahan and McCaskill have spent parts of the recess touring factory floors and other manufacturing sites — allowing them to meet with constituents in a managed setting, with the added bonus of conveying a focus on jobs. Their approach is similar to other lawmakers from the region.

From Monday through today, Sen. Roy Blunt, R-Mo., is taking part in 17 meetings with constituents in various settings billed as round-table discussions.

McCaskill has visited an aviation firm in southeast Missouri, a signpost manufacturer in O'Fallon, Mo., and, on Tuesday, the St. Louis Dial Corp. factory.

"We've asked every company just to bring together workers for me to visit with," McCaskill said Tuesday after her event. "In some of these rural communities, some of the questions have been just as boisterous as some of the questions I've gotten in my town halls over the years."

Scheduling also may have played a role in the absence of town halls: Members of Congress say they were not sure how long the debt ceiling debate would rage on. Some members are opting for the more sterile tool "tele-town halls," in which they can connect with thousands of constituents and screen calls.

Rep. Todd Akin, R-Wildwood, in June conducted a town hall meeting via Facebook.

"I think Congress has been moving away from town halls and toward more effective forms of outreach that are able to reach more people," Akin spokesman Steve Taylor said.

Such events allow contact with voters but deny members a true sense of voters' feelings, said William Galston, co-founder of No Labels. The group said its survey found that more Democratic House members (68 percent) than Republicans (51 percent) are shunning town halls.

"However difficult an experience it may be for elected representatives, it alerts them not necessarily to what surveys show but to the intensity of feelings on issues," said Galston, who was an adviser to President Bill Clinton.

"Especially with such momentous issues facing the country, they ought to be in the business of openly communicating and receiving feedback from constituents," he said.

Members of Congress are deciding how to interact back home with the backdrop of the shooting in January of Rep. Gabrielle Giffords, D-Ariz., by a gunman in a mass shooting at an event for constituents outside a supermarket that also took the life of a federal judge.

After that incident, Capitol law enforcement officials advised members to be more cautious in public. They were told not to allow groups of people into their offices, to use care in publicizing events and to notify police in advance of town halls and their appearances at community events.

Rep. William Lacy Clay, D-St. Louis, recalled members being told that walking in parades could be dangerous. For town halls, members were advised that bringing along security might be wise.

"I think some members probably don't want to show up at events with a show of force," Clay said, when asked his view on the reason for fewer town halls.

Clay said he has no intention of avoiding large gatherings of people. On Saturday, he took part in a Teamsters event in Pevely that drew hundreds of people, and last week he was the principal speaker at a Medicare town hall in Bridgeton sponsored by the Missouri Alliance for Retired Americans.

At those gatherings, Clay said, he was aware of "disgust at inaction of Congress. People are tired of it. They want us to put aside all of the fighting."

Carnahan had planned an open town hall but decided during the messy conclusion of the debt ceiling negotiations to hold a tele-town hall during the first week of August.

He said he had the opportunity to gauge the concern of workers at a "mini-town hall" he conducted Tuesday during a visit to Seiler Instruments & Manufacturing Co. Inc. in St. Louis.

"They were very concerned about the economy and about the petty political games that seem to get in the way of getting things done," he said.

Mo. lawmaker wants Kinder to forgo governor's bid 
By DAVID A. LIEB, Associated Press
Aug 23, 6:36 PM EDT

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- A freshman House Republican on Tuesday called on Missouri Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder to forgo his expected bid for governor because of Kinder's recent acknowledgement that repeatedly visited a strip club in the mid-1990s.

Rep. Kevin Elmer, of Nixa, is the first Republican state official to publicly urge Kinder to abandon his Republican gubernatorial campaign plans, though a major donor to Kinder's campaign suggested the same thing several days ago.

"It is time for Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder to step away from his campaign to be elected as Missouri's governor in 2012," Elmer wrote in a publicly distributed statement he described as an editorial. "His irresponsible decisions in his personal life have impugned his ability to lead publicly from a principled position."

Although he has not officially announced his candidacy, Kinder has been gearing up to challenge Democratic Gov. Jay Nixon in the 2012 elections.

Kinder acknowledged last week that he visited an Illinois strip club about 10 times when he was a state senator 17 years ago. Kinder, 57, said he now considers that a "foolish choice" made "as a young single man." Kinder acknowledged the strip club visits after the Riverfront Times, a weekly newspaper in St. Louis, first published an interview with former exotic dancer Tammy Chapman, who said Kinder was a client.

Kinder's campaign issued a statement Tuesday saying "the lieutenant governor continues to enjoy strong support from all across the state" and intends to keep his campaign focused on plans to create jobs and improve the economy.

"The vast majority of grassroots supporters, donors and other elected officials have seen this for what it is; the Democrats trying to distract from the third worst job loss rate in the country, a Nixon record of zero accomplishment, and an electorate fed up with politics as usual," it said.

The campaign said Kinder would reach out to Elmer to discuss the situation and that Kinder did not plan to comment on Elmer's editorial before talking to him.

Elmer said he had not spoken with Kinder or state Republican Party leaders before releasing his editorial calling on Kinder not to run for governor. But Elmer told The Associated Press that rank-and-file Republicans - and some other state lawmakers - have expressed frustration to him about Kinder.

Elmer said Kinder's explanation that his actions occurred when he was a young man at age 40 "fails to pass muster."

"I am a 40 year-old state representative and I can tell you sitting in a dark club sipping wine while watching women take off their clothes for money is impermissible behavior for someone elected to be a leader in the community," Elmer wrote in his public statement.

Elmer told the AP: "A decision in someone's private life is really clouding what we need to talk about - it's detracting from the need for our political debate to center on what we're doing to create jobs and grow the economy in Missouri."

Last Friday, Politico reported that Joplin businessman David Humphreys - a major financial donor to Kinder - had asked the lieutenant governor to forego a 2012 campaign, requested that his donations be returned and warned that he would support Nixon if Kinder is the Republican nominee for governor. Like Elmer, Humphreys cited the recent revelations about Kinder's past strip-club visits.

Nixa lawmaker: Kinder, drop out
Visits to strip club hurt his ability to be a leader, says Rep. Kevin Elmer.
Springfield News-Leader
5:41 AM, Aug. 24, 2011

A freshman Republican in the Missouri House from Nixa is calling on Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder to forgo his expected bid for governor because of acknowledgements that Kinder repeatedly visited a strip club in the mid-1990s.

Rep. Kevin Elmer distributed a public statement Tuesday saying Kinder's "irresponsible decisions in his personal life have impugned his ability to lead publicly from a principled position."

Kinder, a Republican, acknowledged last week that he visited an Illinois strip club about 10 times when he was a state senator about 17 years ago.

Kinder said he now considers that a poor decision.

Although he has not officially announced his candidacy, Kinder has been gearing up to challenge Democratic Gov. Jay Nixon in the 2012 elections.

Elmer said he is the same age Kinder was when Kinder visited the strip club, 40.

"At my age I have some understanding of what moral shortcomings it takes for the adult entertainment business to exist," wrote Elmer. "One of the main components is a man willing to objectify women in a manner that is degrading and demeaning. . .

"It is inconsistent for Peter Kinder as the party's highest ranking state official to speak about ensuring our rights to pursue life, liberty and property while he is willing in his behavior to devalue certain members of our society," Elmer wrote.

Reached by phone, Elmer said his decision to make a statement is not related to the fact he has family ties to Sarah Steelman, who lost the Republican primary for governor to Kenny Hulshof in 2008.

Steelman's husband, David, is Elmer's first cousin, Elmer told the News-Leader.

He said he hadn't spoken to David or Sarah Steelman about issuing the statement. Some people speculate that if Kinder were to give up his run for governor, Steelman would run for governor.

"I forgot who I talked to with her campaign a week or two ago after this thing with Kinder came up, but they said she's definitely in the Senate race. She wouldn't entertain the governor's race," said Elmer.

"I don't see how she could step away from the Senate race with two guys from St. Louis running," said Elmer, referring to Rep. Todd Akin and businessman John Brunner, who is expected to run for Senate. "The congressman and the businessman will split the St. Louis vote. That opens up southwest Missouri where she is strong, and Kansas City."

News-Leader reporter Cory de Vera contributed to this report.

Kinder claims no additional donors seeking money back 
By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter    
Posted 3:32 pm Tue., 8.23.11 
A campaign consultant for Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder said today that no other donors have followed the lead of major contributor David Humphreys by asking for their money back, in the wake of the controversy over the lieutenant governor's acquaintance with a former stripper, Tammy Chapman.

Kinder's campaign also is circulating an internal poll that shows Kinder competitive in a head-to-head pairing with Gov. Jay Nixon, a Democrat. Kinder, a Republican, has planned to announce shortly that he will challenge Nixon next year. 

The good news: the poll shows Kinder trailing by single digits. The bad news: the poll was conducted before the bulk of the news coverage about Chapman.

But Kinder could be hurt by another gossipy missive in the latest edition of the Riverfront Times, which originally posted the photo of Kinder with Chapman, taken earlier this year at the local bar where she worked. The bar was noted for its "pantless party nights'' for employees. Kinder has said he unexpectedly ran into Chapman while stopping at the bar to use the men's room.

That photo set off a frenzy of coverage about Chapman's work almost 20 years ago as an East Side stripper, and Kinder's admission that he stopped at the club where she worked close to a dozen times. Kinder has denied her more salacious accounts about their relationship, saying he simply watched her dance.

But the account was enough to rankle Humphreys, who recently sent word to Kinder that he wanted his money back -- and that he wanted Kinder to drop his bid for governor, and also consider resigning his current office.

The state Republican Party has sought to quell any controversy, by continuing to assert that the coverage of Chapman was largely manufactured by Democrats, who deny being any more than interested bystanders. Kinder asserts that Democrats circulated her photo during his 2008 re-election bid. His old Democratic opponent, Sam Page, disagrees.
Kinder's consultant, Jared Craighead, declined to comment about Humphreys. But other party sources have confirmed that he has demanded that Kinder return his contributions -- which total $165,000 just for his planned bid for governor next year.

Republican sources say Kinder has been trying for days to talk to Humphreys, in hopes of resolving the discord. Humphreys, the chief executive of Tamko Building Products in Joplin, has been Kinder's top donor for more than a decade.

Meanwhile, some Republicans in Kinder's hometown of Cape Girardeau are floating another name for governor: state Sen. Jason Crowell, R-Cape Girardeau, who often has been a thorn in the side of fellow Republicans, as well as Nixon.

Local lawmakers skeptical on session

Jimmy Myers - St. Joseph News-Press 
POSTED: 9:59 pm CDT August 23, 2011

The St. Joseph delegation of lawmakers heading to the special session on Sept. 6 discussed the outlook Tuesday at a St. Joseph Metro Chamber event. 

Rep. Delus Johnson, R-St. Joseph, said when the gavel fell on May 13, the last day of the regular session, there was much work left to finish — a large economic development package, which includes the China hub “aerotropolis” and the Missouri Science Reinvestment Act (MOSIRA). And there’s the St. Louis police local control issue, to name a few. 

But Rep. Pat Conway, D-St. Joseph, warned that what couldn’t be accomplished in months of work may be difficult to push through in four days of a special session. 

“You get sent down to work on something for four days,” Mr. Conway said during the Community Alliance of Saint Joseph partners meeting, “you don’t get all the information that maybe we all need.” 

Regardless, Mr. Conway said he’s interested to see how the economic development package negotiations play out. 

He and Rep. Galen Higdon, R-St. Joseph, both commented that if the $360 million tax credit to establish a trade hub for China in St. Louis does not work out, there could be a push to get the hub moved to Kansas City International Airport. 

“Logistically it would be a great area,” Mr. Conway said of KCI. “I don’t think we have the clout to pull it to this side of the state.” 

Mr. Galen said that he’s poised to jump on the unlikely opportunity, should it present itself. 

“It’s not out of the question,” Mr. Higdon said, “but man, it’s sure out of the picture.” 

Mr. Johnson said the biggest obstacle to the “aerotropolis” as it stands now is that part of the funding would come through axing a tax credit program for elderly renters. 

“There is opposition all over the state over this aerotropolis bill,” he said. 

Sen. Dr. Rob Schaaf, R-St. Joseph, said he would like to see a push to bring the hub to this side of the state, but cautioned that there is a chance nothing could get done in the special session. 

“I wouldn’t be surprised if we got down there and the whole thing imploded,” he said. 

He explained that the economic development package is tenuous, and gives it a 50/50 chance of getting anywhere. Furthermore, some legislative leaders won’t budge on economic development until the local control issue with the St. Louis police force is tackled, which he said is unlikely. 

MOSIRA, which would fund high-tech business development, also has a hiccup, Dr. Schaaf said. It is “subject to appropriations,” of which the state is short on these days. 

“Well, I can tell you from experience,” said Dr. Schaaf, who has served in the Legislature since 2002, “don’t hold your breath, because you may not ever have the money.” 

Jimmy Myers can be reached at jimmy.myers@newspressnow.com.

Backers of student protection law may try to get it fixed in special session 
By Dale Singer, Beacon staff    
Posted 1:58 pm Tue., 8.23.11 
As questions continue to arise about a law designed to protect Missouri students from possible sexual exploitation by teachers, backers of the law say they will try to get problems with it fixed in the upcoming special session of the legislature.

At least two lawsuits have been filed against the law , including one from a teacher in Ladue who says it essentially means she cannot become friends with her own children on Facebook if they were also her former students. She based her suit on guidelines sent to district personnel.

In response, education groups and the sponsors of the law in the Missouri House and Senate are working to come up with consensus language to address what they say are unintended consequences of the law. If they can come up with proposed changes that all groups involved agree upon, they say they will ask Gov. Jay Nixon to include the issue in the special session that he has called to begin Sept. 6.

"We didn't want to come to them with a formal request until we had a sense that that suggested fixes are in order," said Otto Fajen, legislative director with the Missouri National Education Association, in a conference call with reporters Tuesday.

"We still have two weeks. We're optimistic that this will be an issue that will not add a lot of weight to the session. It will be pretty straightforward."

Asked whether the governor would consider adding the topic to the special session, which already includes economic development, local control for the St. Louis police department and other issues, spokesman Scott Holste said in an email only that "we must have a crisp, efficient session, and that is why the Governor included the items he did in his call."

All three of the state's teachers unions - including the Missouri State Teachers Association, which filed suit against the law in state court last week - as well as associations of school board member and school administrators were meeting Tuesday to try to come up with acceptable changes to the law, known as the Amy Hestir Student Protection Act, which becomes effective this coming Sunday.

Mike Wood, legislative director for the teachers association, said if a compromise appears likely, and the groups can draft acceptable language, they would run it by sponsors of the legislation - Sen. Jane Cunningham, R-Chesterfield, and Rep. Chris Kelly, D-Columbia.

Wood said that acceptable language alone would not be enough to prompt the MSTA to drop its lawsuit, but "if the language were actually passed and signed into law, then the lawsuit would probably become moot."

Opponents go to court

The MSTA lawsuit , filed last week, alleges that the law unconstitutionally violates teachers' rights of expression. It was followed by the one filed by the American Civil Liberties Union on behalf of Christina Thomas, a communication arts teacher at Ladue Middle School.

Her suit said that Ladue has told its teachers in a staff memo that if their own children were students or former students, then they are barred from "communicating exclusively through Facebook or other social-networking sites with their own children or members of their Sunday School classes, athletic teams or scout troops," according to the action filed in U.S. District Court in St. Louis.

Thomas' suit said that the law's restrictions would in effect bar her from using "such widely employed forms of communication as Facebook and Google Docs." The suit names the Ladue district, Superintendent Marsha Chappelow and the seven members of the state school board as defendants and seeks an injunction against what it calls the law's "broad prior restraint on a large amount of protected speech."

Responding to the lawsuit, Susan Dielmann, spokeswoman for the Ladue schools, told the Beacon that the district had not issued any directive against the kind of communication that Thomas said was prohibited.

Instead, Dielmann cited a memo issued to Ladue school district staff on Aug. 9. It notes that the law requires the district to have in place by Jan. 1 of next year a policy regarding communications between students and both teachers and employees. It then listed 11 talking points, including one that reads:

"Teachers may not 'friend' current or former students on Facebook or similar social networking sites. The Act does not currently have any exceptions. The policy to be adopted by the Board will determine whether the district wishes to include any exceptions. There could be changes by the legislature or through the courts, but as the law stands now, as of January 1, 2012, teachers may not 'friend' even their own children on a Facebook or other social networking site, if their children are students or former students, as defined by law. Similarly, teachers may not 'friend' student-members of their Sunday School classes, select athletic teams, or scout troops, unless or until exceptions are enacted."

Dielmann emphasized the Ladue school board is "scrambling like every other school district and hoping for some clarification" of the law and what it will or will not allow.

But as far as Thomas' suit goes, Dielmann added that "it sounds to me like there may be some confusion there as to what we've been telling our staff as we provide information as to how our attorneys are interpreting it."

She added athat "we have not directed teachers not to communicate with their children. I think that's where there may be some confusion here." She added that such a direction would actually go against the spirit of the law, which is designed to protect students from possibly harmful interactions online.

"Clearly that's not the intent of the law," Dielmann said of a prohibition of contact between a teacher and her own children. "That flies in the face of the law, because those teachers cannot monitor their own children's Facebook accounts."

She said the Ladue board, with input from the Missouri School Boards Association, will work to come up with a policy that will put the requirements of the law into place. Until then, she said, the district's advice is: "Err on the side of caution.

"Don't write anything anywhere - and this isn't anything different from what we would have said before this - that you wouldn't want an administrator, a parent or a federal judge to see. That's just common sense."

Lawmakers respond
Cunningham, who once was a member of the Ladue school board, refers to another "common sense" aspect of the whole lawsuit - the fact that even though the law was the product of four years of legislative work, no one thought about the possibility of teachers being blocked from communicating online with their own children.

As a result, Cunningham told the Beacon, efforts are under way to fix the problem.

"She doesn't need a suit to get it fixed," said Cunningham (right). "There's a glitch in the bill." 

She also emphasized that "former students" only refers to minors, under the age of 18, who have not graduated, which she said was another point that has been raised by critics of the legislation.

Cunningham said she has been surprised by the amount of controversy over the bill in recent weeks, given its bipartisan support in the legislature and its passage by unanimous votes in both the House and Senate.

She was particularly puzzled by the MSTA suit, she said, because the association was one of the many education groups in the state that worked to help write the law in the first place.

"I find it's a real disservice to dues-paying members of MSTA," Cunningham said, "to use their hard-earned teacher funds to sue over legislation that they actually helped craft, endorse and promote. They're suing over their own work."

In the conference call Tuesday morning, Cunningham's chief of staff, Kit Crancer, said that despite what the lawsuits allege, the law does not violate anyone's First Amendment rights.

"We are not blocking communication between teachers and students," he said. "We are merely asking that a third party can view communications between a teacher and a minor, or communications by a counselor or a coach or an administrator for that matter."

The goal, he said, is keeping students safe.

"We expect kids to be safe," he said. "We expect schools to be safe."

Kelly (right), who sponsored the bill in the House, told the Beacon that the claims made by Thomas in her lawsuit aren't true at all. 

"To say a parent can't make a Facebook communication with her children is patently silly," he said. "There are plenty of things wrong with the bill, and we need to get them fixed. But that point is one that is patently untrue."

He said the ACLU, which filed Thomas' suit, "has known about this language for two years and has not said boo about it."

Kelly said he was waiting to see whether the various education groups can come up with language acceptable to everybody; if that happens, he said, then the request should be made to Nixon to include the issue in the special session.

"As soon as they come to me and to Jane and say 'This is the language, we're all on board,' then it's time to go to the governor," he said.

"The argument for him not to do it will be much weaker if everybody seems to be on the same Facebook page, to use a more modern analogy than to have everyone singing from the same songbook."

'Facebook bill' author, teachers union to meet 

BY JESSICA BOCK 
Posted: Wednesday, August 24, 2011 12:00 am 

The author of a bill that has triggered lawsuits and confusion over online communication between teachers and students now is willing to work through what she describes as ambiguity in the legislation.

Staffers for Sen. Jane Cunningham, R-Chesterfield, said Tuesday they will sit down with representatives of a leading state teachers union to review provisions that some say could effectively stop the use of Facebook between teachers and students.

But it's unclear whether both sides can secure a quick remedy.

The negotiations come just days before the controversial bill is scheduled to take effect on Sunday. Critics say it would have widespread consequences, potentially cutting off even the most innocent online exchanges between teachers and students, such as questions about homework assignments or an upcoming athletic practice.

The Missouri National Education Association and Cunningham's office say they want to work together on a cleanup bill that would disarm a dispute attracting national attention. The two sides hope the matter can be taken up as early as next month, when the Legislature convenes a special session.

"We don't feel as though (the bill) was a mistake, we just want to remove any ambiguity," said Kit Crancer, chief of staff for Cunningham.

But it's likely up to Gov. Jay Nixon to determine whether the session should take on the issue.

On Monday, Nixon ordered the Legislature to return to the Capitol in September for a special session. His order limits their work to a certain list of topics, such as local control of the St. Louis Police Department. The governor has the authority to call for a special legislative session and define its scope. The Legislature has similar power but only with the approval of three-fourths of its members.

Nixon spokesman Scott Holste issued a statement Tuesday emphasizing Nixon's desire to keep a tight focus on the proceedings.

"We must have a crisp, efficient session, and that is why the governor included those items he did in his call," Holste said in an email, without elaborating.

The teacher legislation — known as the Amy Hestir Student Protection Act — was named after a woman who said she was sexually abused as a young girl by a teacher. The law includes a measure that says districts must develop policies by Jan. 1 about electronic communication between teachers and students.

Some districts say the law will make it illegal for teachers to include students among their Facebook friends, including their own children.

That is a misinterpretation, Crancer said. Because of the confusion, a cleanup bill may be needed, he said.

Otto Fajen, legislative director for Missouri NEA, said that by acting during the September special session, lawmakers would have a chance to clarify the issue before school boards are required to adopt policies in January.

"If the education community and sponsor of the original legislation can find a common sense solution," he said, "we will formally ask the governor to consider the legislation for a special session."

Meanwhile, the American Civil Liberties Union of Eastern Missouri has filed a class-action lawsuit on behalf of Ladue teacher Christina Thomas and others who say the new law is broad, vague and violates First Amendment rights.

Anthony Rothert, an ACLU attorney, said dozens of teachers from several districts have called his office with concerns about the new law.

Last week, the Missouri State Teachers Association filed its own lawsuit fighting the new regulation. The association asked a judge in Cole County Circuit Court to stop the social media part of the law from going into effect until the constitutionality can be determined.

Teacher group seeks deal on social networking law 
By CHRIS BLANK, Associated Press
Aug 23, 6:49 PM EDT

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- A teachers union and the sponsor of Missouri legislation that restricts how teachers can use social networking websites said Tuesday that they are working on possible changes to the soon-to-be-effective law.
School districts will be required to establish policies by January that outline "appropriate use of electronic media such as text messaging and Internet sites for both instructional and personal purposes." Teachers will be barred from having "exclusive access" online with current students or former students who are minors. That means communication through Facebook or other sites must be done in public.

The social networking restrictions are part of a broader measure that takes effect Sunday. Many teachers have complained that the restrictions will hurt their ability to keep in touch with students for classroom purposes, personal problems or even emergencies.

The Missouri National Education Association and a staff member for the state senator who sponsored the legislation said Tuesday that they are working on possible changes that would preserve the intent of the legislation and that they hoped there could be discussion during a special legislative session. Missouri lawmakers start meeting Sept. 6 for a special session that was to focus largely on economic development and tax credit programs.

Otto Fajan, the legislative director for the Missouri National Education Association, said possible changes could include making clear that school districts are responsible for developing policies governing electronic communication while allowing direction from the state. He said there more discussion was planned among people involved in education issues.

The possible changes would be intended to put "the focus where it belongs, saying, `It is your responsibility, school board, to have a well-targeted appropriate use policy and keep it up-to-date,'" Fajan said.

Sen. Jane Cunningham, R-Chesterfield, sponsored the legislation this year. Kit Crancer, a staff member for Cunningham, said Tuesday that officials are "eager to work toward some type of solution which preserves the intent of the legislation which was supported unanimously while clarifying and removing any ambiguity within the law."

Even if an agreement is reached, it is unclear whether the Legislature would consider them this fall or be forced to wait until the regular legislative session in January. When a governor calls a special session, the chief executive sets the agenda for what is discussed. Gov. Jay Nixon did not include the education issue in his special session call.

A spokesman for Nixon said Tuesday the special session must be efficient and that is why the governor selected the issues that he did.

The overall legislation won broad support in the Legislature this year and was supported by several education groups. However, restrictions on the use of social networking and communication between teachers and students have prompted increasing attention and concern.

Last week, the Missouri State Teachers Association filed a lawsuit, seeking an injunction to block enforcement of the new restrictions while arguing that they violated constitutional rights of teachers.

Two Missouri teachers associations want clarification on social media bill

Tuesday, August 23, 2011 | 9:14 p.m. CDT; updated 10:43 p.m. CDT, Tuesday, August 23, 2011 
Columbia Missourian - BY Zach Murdock 

COLUMBIA — Two Missouri teachers' associations — the Missouri State Teachers Association and the Missouri National Education Association — are looking to clarify the language of a bill that could ban some online interaction between teachers and students on social media sites and through other technological means.

Senate Bill 54, also known as the Amy Hestir Student Protection Act, broadly includes measures intended to safeguard students from abuse at school. However, confusion and concern about a section addressing social media and technology has caused a debate about teacher-student communication limitations.

Last week, the Missouri State Teachers Association filed suit against the state, citing the bill's vague language and inconsistent interpretations regarding online communication as violations of the First and Fourteenth amendments. A hearing is scheduled for Wednesday morning in Cole County Circuit Court.

Todd Fuller, communications director of the Missouri State Teachers Association, said the group seeks an injunction to halt the implementation of the relevant part of the bill. This is the section that appears to prohibit private interaction between students and teachers via social media and other means of electronic communication such as texting.

Depending on what the judge decides, the case could go to a courtroom this fall to resolve the language issues.

However, members at the Missouri National Education Association think there is a better and faster way to fix the section in question by including it in the Sept. 6 special session of the Missouri General Assembly, said DeeAnn Aull, assistant executive director of the Missouri NEA. 

On Tuesday, the group held a joint conference call with Kit Crancer, chief of staff for state Sen. Jane Cunningham, R-Chesterfield, who proposed Senate Bill 54 this year.

According to a news release from the Missouri NEA, the call was aimed at addressing confusion around the bill, and Missouri NEA members discussed the possibility of writing a "clean-up" bill to clarify the section's language.

Missouri NEA Legislative Director Otto Fajen explained the clean-up bill would involve working with Cunningham and state Rep. Chris Kelly, D-Columbia, to redraft the section with language approved by both educators and legislators alike.

"Our goal is to have enough consensus between the education community and key legislators to address this issue in special session," Fajen said. "The ball is in our court to bring a proposal to the legislators."

The schedule for September's special session is set, but Fajen said the Missouri NEA hopes to have a new draft of the bill's section to legislators this week so it can request that it be heard at the special session.

As part of the bill, school districts are required to write new policies addressing student-teacher online communication by Jan. 1. The Columbia School Board plans to take up the matter next month.

Fuller said the Jan. 1 deadline makes clarification time-sensitive. His concern is that unless the section's language is addressed in special session or in court, districts will have to write new guidelines based on unclear language.

If the issue is not heard during the September special session, only another special session later in the fall could be called or the issue will have to wait until the regular legislative session in January.

Despite different approaches, both organizations look to make similar changes to the section, Fuller said.

But what's most important, Aull said, is clarifying the bill's language accurately, quickly and comprehensively.

Mo. sentencing project gets backing from officials 

Southeast Missourian
Aug 24, 5:02 AM EDT

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Top officials from Missouri's executive, legislative and judicial branches are joining forces for a new effort that could reduce costs in Missouri's criminal justice system.
The lineup for a Wednesday news conference about Missouri's public safety efforts features Gov. Jay Nixon, Attorney General Chris Koster, Supreme Court Judge William Ray Price Jr., state Senate President Pro Tem Rob Mayer, House Speaker Steven Tilley and Department of Corrections Director George Lombardi.

The Associated Press reported last month that state officials were backing an effort to analyze and revamp Missouri's criminal sentencing practices. The effort ultimately could divert more offenders to enhanced probation and treatment programs, instead of more costly prison terms.

MoDOT testing new equipment to pick up debris 
Southeast Missourian
Aug 24, 5:02 AM EDT

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Missouri transportation officials are testing a new device designed to clear debris swiftly from highways.
The "Gator Getter," built by a Virginia company, resembles a large barrel turned sideways with a hinged door and wheels on each side. It attaches to the front of a large truck, somewhat like a snow plow, and the driver can lower it to scoop up debris from pavement while traveling 45 to 50 mph.

The device is being tested in the Kansas City district of the state Transportation Department. The idea is to clear highway lanes of torn tires, animal carcasses and other kinds of trash without requiring a truck to stop while workers hop down to grab the items.

Officials say the device could mean fewer delays for motorists and safer conditions for employees.

Missouri DNR oversees cleanup after cropduster crash

Southeast Missourian - Tuesday, August 23, 2011 ~ Updated 2:47 PM
The Associated Press
NEW MADRID, Mo. (AP) -- The Missouri Department of Natural Resources is overseeing cleanup of fuel and fertilizer after a crop duster airplane crashed upon takeoff in southeast Missouri. 

The pilot was not injured in the crash that happened Monday afternoon in New Madrid County. The plane is owned by Ag Air of Matthews, Mo. 

DNR officials said Tuesday that the plane came to rest in a waterway and began leaking fuel and fertilizer. The DNR is still trying to determine the extent of environmental damage, though it is known that the spill caused some fish to die. 

The Federal Aviation Administration is investigating the cause of the crash. 

Missouri law shields Ralcorp from ConAgra 

St. Louis Business Journal 
Date: Wednesday, August 24, 2011, 6:26am CDT - Last Modified: Wednesday, August 24, 2011, 7:04am CDT 

Ralcorp Holdings Ralcorp Holdings Latest from The Business Journals St. Louis stocks join week’s rough ride

 HYPERLINK "http://www.bizjournals.com/milwaukee/morning_roundup/2011/08/ralcorp-rejects-third-conagra-offer.html" Ralcorp rejects third ConAgra offer 

 HYPERLINK "http://www.bizjournals.com/stlouis/morning_call/2011/08/conagra-disappointed-by-ralcorp.html" ConAgra disappointed by Ralcorp rejection Follow this company ' refusal to talk with longtime suitor ConAgra Foods ConAgra Foods Latest from The Business Journals Ralcorp rejects third ConAgra offer 

 HYPERLINK "http://www.bizjournals.com/stlouis/morning_call/2011/08/conagra-disappointed-by-ralcorp.html" ConAgra disappointed by Ralcorp rejection

 HYPERLINK "http://www.bizjournals.com/dayton/blog/morning_call/2011/08/conagra-offer-spurned-by-ralcorp.html" ConAgra offer spurned by Ralcorp Follow this company has puzzled some shareholders, but Missouri law makes it hard for even the most ardent admirer to drive through a deal if the target doesn't want to sit down and talk, Reuters reports. A source told the news service that ConAgra would not even consider offering more — unless Ralcorp showed some willingness to talk.

Smoke Signals: On the brink of a new barbecue era

The Washington Post
By Jim Shahin, Published: August 23
Sometime late into the night before the judging at one of the country’s biggest barbecue competitions, Tuffy Stone of the Cool Smoke barbecue team snapped a picture of exhausted friend and rival Heath Hall, snoozing in a lawn chair. In short order, the photo appeared on Facebook.

“Tuffy caught us sleeping on the job,” said Hall’s team partner, Brett Thompson, laughing at Stone’s mischief. The respite was brief.

Hall and Thompson co-founded and captain the Washington-based team Pork Barrel BBQ. Like a lot of competitors at the National Capital Barbecue Battle, which shuts down blocks of Pennsylvania Avenue, the two men would rather sit all night by their smoker than catch comfortable z’s elsewhere.

That way, they can keep a watchful eye on what’s slow-roasting in their offset smoker. Competition meats explode with multiple layers of flavor. Contestants carefully build their sweet or spicy or smoky rubs and marinades. They inject the meats with apple juice or bourbon. They mist the meats every so often with a painstakingly developed concoction of spices and liquid. It’s all meant to wow the judges with a single, carefully balanced flavor explosion.

The next day, when the smoke cleared and the winners were announced, Pork Barrel’s nighttime vigil paid off. The team took first place, called grand champion, at the 19th annual event.

Not bad for a couple of guys who lost their jobs as U.S. Senate aides three years ago, then started a barbecue sauce company. The win automatically qualified the team to compete in two of the most prestigious events on the national barbecue circuit, but more than that, it reinforced the notion that Hall and Thompson are real barbecue contenders.

It comes as no surprise that the win also has bolstered keen interest in the partners’ much-delayed Pork Barrel BBQ restaurant, now set to open in Alexandria’s Del Ray neighborhood in mid-September.

From the outside, the two-tone brick edifice is so sleek and broad-windowed, it could almost be mistaken for an Apple store. On the inside, things are just as chic and gleaming — unusual for a barbecue joint.

“We wanted it to stand out a little bit,” says co-owner Hall.

The restaurant stands out, all right. Not only for how it looks, but for what it represents: that most American of traditions, which is to say, the reinvention of tradition.

This particular reinvention began in the Russell Senate Office Building on a winter night in early 2006. Hall and Thompson, then both 31-year-old aides to Sen. Jim Talent (R-Mo.), were in their office watching yet another debate on C-SPAN about pork-barrel spending and eating yet another late-night pizza. They reminisced about the slow-smoked meats of Missouri, where they both had lived. It occurred to them that “pork barrel” would make a good name for a barbecue business.

The idea languished until after Talent lost his 2006 re-election bid and Hall and Thompson landed new jobs. Hall, round-faced and talkative, went to work for the Heritage Foundation, where he serves these days as director of strategic operations. He lives in Northeast with his girlfriend and cooks dinner on most nights. He is the mastermind behind Pork Barrel’s recipes, having picked up barbecuing from his dad, a longtime barbecuer who sometimes helps out at competitions.

MISSOURINET
State and federal officials back Farm Bureau on demand for better levees

by Jessica Machetta on August 23, 2011
in Agriculture,Fires/Accidents/Disasters,Flooding,Politics & Government
State officials join the Farm Bureau in calling on the Corps of Engineers to not only put Missouri’s levees back the way they were before the floods, but to build them even better.

Governor Nixon tells the Farm Bureau he’s on their side in getting the Birds Point levee in Southeast Missouri rebuilt on the fast track.

Missouri Farm Bureau President Blake Hurst says the Corps of Engineers’ plan to termporarily rebuild the Birds Point Levee to 51 feet isn’t good enough, and Nixon agrees.

The Corps plans to rebuild the levee to an interim height 11 feet lower than it was when they blew out the levee save the town of Cairo, Ill.

Hurst says he was always taught that when you break it, you buy it.

“You know, my mother used to tell every time we went in the dime store that if I broke it, I owned it,” Hurst says.

He tells state officials he hopes the worst has passed, but lots of farmers are stull suffering.

Governor Nixon addressed the Farm Bureau, saying he agrees that the levee must be built back not only to where it was before the Corps blew it out, but says it needs to be even better than before.

U.S. Senator Roy Blunt and West Central Congresswoman Vicky Hartzler also expressed their support to the Farm Bureau, saying flooding and other disasters have dealt a wicked blow to farmers this year. Hartzler says budget concerns are at the center of discussions in Washington, and that includes disaster recovery.

Hurst says, the Corps blew the Birds Point Levee this spring, “and it just seems right to me that it go back to the original 62-foot height.”

He adds that the river has been above 51 feet in 12 of the last 20 years, which, he says, makes surrounding acres much less viable for producing a crop.

“It’s also important to make that economic connector down there,” Nixon says. “You’ve got 137,000 acres of prime farm land that needs to part of our economy. For generations it’s been incredibly, incredibly valuable and viable and we need to get it back in full production as quickly as we can.” 

Two state senators want flooding lawsuit

by Mike Lear on August 24, 2011
in Crime & Courts,Economy,Fires/Accidents/Disasters,Flooding,Human Interest
Two state senators have been very vocal in saying Missouri should take the federal government to court over flooding in the state this year.

Senator Jim Lembke of St. Louis says when the Corps of Engineers blew up the Birds Point Levee, it took away property from Missourians and livelihoods from farmers.  He wants federal money to pay for the damages caused when the Mississippi breached that levee, and wants the Birds Point levee restored to its full height.  The Corps has said it will rebuild that levee to 51 feet temporarily, with plans to restore it to the original level of 61 feet when resources become available.

Senator Kurt Schaefer adds, he feels it is the Corps’ management of the Mississippi and Missouri Rivers that lead to flooding along both.  He says the state should sue, particularly if the Federal Emergency Management Agency seeks 25% of the costs for damage response from Missouri, as would be standard practice.  Senator Schaefer says it would be wrong for the state to pay the federal government for damage costs it caused.

Senator Schaefer says he has talked to the Attorney General’s Office, which has confirmed it is reviewing the state’s legal options.

The Corps of Engineers is now publishing an electronic newsletter to share information on its work to rebuild the Birds Point Levee to the interim level of 51 feet. To subscribe, send an e-mail to:  James.t.pogue@usace.army.mil
Misssouri NEA wants one more bill on special session docket

by Allison Blood on August 23, 2011
in Education,Legislature
The Missouri chapter of the National Education Association says it wants a clarification bill for the law regarding student/teacher online communication to be introduced in special session. The NEA says it’s worked with bill sponsor Senator Jane Cunningham to start writing legislation that would make clearer the requirements under the act, which has come under fire by some teachers and the State Teachers Association.

NEA Spokeswoman DeeAnn Aull says the best way to make all parties happy is to ask the legislature to bring this bill up again in September.

The Governor has called a special session for September 6th. The clarification bill would further outline what kinds of provisions schools can put in their policies regarding teacher – student communication online.

The Governor’s Office has not said it would bring up the measure during the special session, but Missouri NEA Legislative Director Otto Fajen says the NEA hasn’t even asked yet.

Fajen says the NEA, the bill sponsor, Representative Chris Kelly, and potentially other education organizations are meeting today to craft a bill that would tighten the language of the law so it is easier to interpret for schools when writing policies about online communication. Under the law, which goes into effect next week, school districts must write a policy for teacher-student communication before January first. Fajen says its not uncommon for the Governor to add bills to the call for a special legislative session.

Rural Crimes Investigative Unit targets cattle, copper, equpitment theft (AUDIO)

by Allison Blood on August 23, 2011
in Agriculture,Crime & Courts
The task force in charge of investigating agriculture theft has returned more than 2.8 million dollars in its two years of work.

Investigators in the Highway Patrol Rural Crimes Investigative Unit say cattle and copper are the two items stolen most from farmers. Sargent Jason Clark is an investigator with the unit, and he says this task force started two years ago and has been able to curb agriculture theft.

Clark says cattle are the most common livestock stolen, and copper is often stolen too, because both are easy to get rid of quickly, and both are very profitable.

He says cattle theft is very profitable – the average theft can bring in 15 to 18 thousand dollars. He says authorities have to act quickly in those cases because cattle can be moved quickly across state lines or sold to a slaughterhouse, and the victim can’t be compensated for it.

Clark says the best thing farmers can do is to lock up equipment and keep a neighborhood watch.




(AUDIO) Allison Blood reports on agriculture theft Mp3 1:03 
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My State Fair Lady

Posted on August 23, 2011 by albood 

Allison Blood is one of our new reporters at the Missourinet. We decided our resident city girl needed to broaden her cultural horizons by visiting Missouri’s biggest agricultural exposition, the state fair. She ventured to Sedalia twice, once for herself and once to cover politicians at the traditional ham breakfast. She’s not yet ready to start wearing a seed corn cap and to escort her favorite bull into the show ring. But she is excited about what she experienced and wants to do it again. –Bob Priddy
They call me “City Girl” sometimes here at the newsroom. But truthfully, I’m not. I’m from the most suburban area of St. Louis I could possibly be from. Chesterfield, which is 30 minutes away from downtown St. Louis, and, not for lack of trying, is not a city itself. But nonetheless, the assignment to cover the State Fair was to be something of a culture shock. I grew up in Chesterfield aware of the rest of the state as a largely rural place. I had been to carnivals before with rides and food stands and I have seen farm animals before. But not like this. I had never seen a pig race, and certainly never eaten a Ham Breakfast. I had no idea how big tractors are. I was so surprised at the talent some small children in our state have at raising animals. When I was their age, I had a beta fish, and my Dad fed it. These kids raised cows and pigs. I was impressed.

But my assignment was not to be slapped in the face by rural America, but rather to cover the fair. This includes but was not limited to talking to politicians at the Governor’s Ham Breakfast. I will admit I was a bit distracted by the auctioning of a ham that went for $3,000, and then was donated to charity, but I found my way around a tent packed with a thousand ham and biscuit eating people to some legislators. Some wanted to chat about anything, others had protective entourages surrounding them, so reporters had no chance of getting near.

Secretary of State Robin Carnahan was especially hostile. When asked about her plans for 2012, she curtly responded that she had made an annoucement about that months ago. When asked how the campaigning was going, she dodged the question by saying she was enjoying a day at the fair with fellow Missourians. Granted, she had just gotten her plate of ham, but there’s no reason to be rude.

Liutennant Governor Peter Kinder showed up with a few friends to the Ham Breakfast, and these friends had no interest in reporters getting anywhere near him. His tatooed muscular entourage rarely broke from his side, and when they did, they quickly returned as a reporter approached. So I talked to one when he did break away, asking for an interview. Kinder had already told my fellow press corps members he would not be commenting on the allegations of his relationship with a stripper, so I told the handler I would stay away from the topic; I really wanted to know what he was going to do in the 2012 election. I had done stories previously about his frundraising and touring the state, so even if the more interesting topic was off limits, I had to follow up. And to my surprise, he agreed. I pulled him aside outside the Ham Breakfast tent as the crowd dispersed back to the fairgrounds, and we chatted. As he asnwered questions about his state-wide jobs tour, a group of about seven men surrounded us, tightly. My photographer could hardly get a picture through the wall of entourage members, and he’s 6 foot 3. After about two minutes of criticizing the Governor and outlining his plans for Missouri’s future, he shook my hand and walked away.

But overall the Fair met my expectations as a “city girl” venturing out West to the fairgrounds. The food was good. There’s nothing that I love more than Missouri corn on the cob, which was in no short supply at the fair. Pork was also popular, I photographed a line out the door and around the building of The Pork Place. I saw little pigs racing for an Oreo cookie, and big hogs lounging in the petting zoo, and even candy pigs. I had some of the best ice cream I’ve ever had at the Dairy Council building. Everyone else was going crazy for this dessert called pineapple whip, which looked to me like pineapple flavored soft serve ice cream, but I didn’t try any, but I had a chocolate covered banana. I really do love fair food. I brought kettle corn and saltwater taffy to the newsroom. My coworkers love fair food too.

I will say I underestimated what a good time I would have at the fair. I people-watched, ate until I nearly burst, and the Ham Breakfast was a who’s who of Missouri’s political world. Next year I will plan to take in a concert and perhaps enter in the First Lady’s Pie Contest. Heck, I might even bet on the pig races.

A svelte McCaskill dishes on fate of Del Taco 'saucer' 

BY JAKE WAGMAN 
Posted: Tuesday, August 23, 2011 3:10 pm 

ST. LOUIS • This summer of downgrades and discontent has seen fiscal face-offs, political gridlock and partisan brinkmanship on Capitol Hill.

But that doesn't mean that smaller, local issues don't make their way on to U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill's radar.

To wit: McCaskill knows all about the grand struggle on Grand, the push to save the quixotic Del Taco "saucer" in midtown St. Louis. 

"I am so sad about that," McCaskill said at a press conference Tuesday morning when asked about the saucer's potential demise by a KTRS reporter.

It's a "quirky" monument, McCaskill said, up there with the Arch and Ted Drewes as markers of the city's distinctiveness.

"It's one of our iconic symbols," McCaskill said.

The deco Del Taco building near St. Louis University was built in 1967, originally as a filling station.

But after the local Del Taco franchisee folded its final burrito and filed for bankruptcy, the building is now in jeopardy of demolition, sparking consternation online and at City Hall. 

McCaskill said while she would hate to see the structure go, she didn't care too much for the fare.

"I wouldn't mind if they changed the taco recipe," McCaskill quipped.

Speaking of food, McCaskill is noticeably thinner since she remarked in May that she was "tired of looking and feeling fat."
Aides say she has lost about 30 pounds through a mix of diet and exercise.

McCaskill will have to keep her guard up Tuesday night: Several local supporters are throwing her a fundraiser at Pi pizza, the deep-dish specialists that even the president couldn't say no to.

Nixon defends swapping funds to pay for disasters

Kansas City Star
Dave Helling. 17 hours, 11 minutes ago 

Gov. Jay Nixon insisted Tuesday he has full authority to spend state money on disaster relief by withholding funds appropriated to other government functions in the state.

State auditor Tom Schweich said last week he could find no authority in the state constitution or statutes allowing the governor to move taxpayer money from one account to the other without the approval of the state legislature.

But Nixon — at a news conference to discuss Joplin relief efforts scheduled for this Friday’s Chiefs-Rams game — said governors do it all the time.

“Yeah, we found those dollars, just like other governors have done in these times. And we will continue to do it…It’s not a redirection.”

Also on Tuesday, Senate budget committee chairman Kurt Schaefer weighed in, also suggesting Nixon had circumvented state law to spend the money (the St. Louis Post-Dispatch has more here.)

The argument: If the governor can move money at will, without legislative approval, there’s no point to a budget process.

Earlier this month Nixon announced a $1.5 million state expenditure for Joplin intended to keep school property tax rates intact for the parts of the community not hit by the May 22 tornado. In his announcement, Nixon did not say where in the state’s budget the $1.5 million will come from, nor the basis in law that allows him to make such a unilateral grant (or cut other spending to pay for it.)

Plans to discuss using the state’s rainy day fund to pay those costs during the September special session are up in the air.

Nixon Turns Down Call to Add ‘Facebook Law’ to Special Session

KMBC’s Mahoney

Just hours after the Missouri chapter of the national Association of teachers asked for it, Missouri Governor Jay Nixon quashed any talk of adding changes to the ‘Facebook Law’ to the September Special session.

Earlier Tuesday, both the Missouri NEA, and a spokesman for State Sen. Jane Cunningham offered the idea of adding the Facebook Law problem to the September session.

Teachers want a portion of the law cleared up. A part of the law that takes effect on August 28, teachers say, threatens their right to free speech.

The Missouri state teachers Association has filed suit against the state challenging a portion of the law.

That portions calls for school district to establish policies for using social media with students.

Some teachers worry school district may misinterpret that. They worry they’ll ban all use of social media by teachers in and out of the classroom.

Tuesday in Kansas City, Nixon poured cold water all over the idea of making the changes at the special session.

“It’s a narrow-focus special session”, he told KMBC TV. Nixon wants lawmakers to concentrate on passing bills and tax credit reforms that will lead to more jobs. The session is scheduled to start Sept. 6.

‘That’s what Missourians need. Missourians need people getting back to work,” he said.

An Independence special education teacher, Mindy Dix says the use of social media is quite common in the Missouri classroom these days.

“We set up Facebook pages for certain classes. Not being able to use Facebook, or Twitter or e-mail would be cumbersome for a lot of teachers.”

Nix is also head of the Independence School District chapter of the NEA.

Another NEA member who watches the legislature says they prefer the fix happen now. Christopher eager, however says the part of the law requiring districts to develop social media policies does not take effect until January. He did not know Nixon rejected the MoNEA call. But be added, “There is still time to fix things.

EDITORIALS … & Letters to the Editor
Editorial: Grand bargain on jobs bill worth price of special session 

By the Editorial Board - STLtoday.com
Posted: Wednesday, August 24, 2011 12:00 am 

Remember the kids' game "opposite day?"
Down was up, cold was hot. Smarty-pants kids would say one thing and mean another thing entirely and drive their parents mad.

Keep that game in mind when reading comments from Missouri politicians and special interest groups between now and Sept. 6 when the Missouri Legislature will begin a special session called by Gov. Jay Nixon.

There will be those (us, for instance) who praise Mr. Nixon for calling the Legislature back to the Capitol to pass a jobs bill even though they (we) spent half the summer criticizing the Democratic governor for timidly tiptoeing around the subject.

Jeff Rainford, the sometimes-combative chief of staff to St. Louis Mayor Francis Slay, has gone toe-to-toe with Mr. Nixon over the last several months regarding two central pieces of the call into special session: a proposal to turn Lambert-St. Louis International Airport into a cargo hub for foreign goods and a plan to wrest local control of the city police department from the state.

After Mr. Nixon announced his plan for a special session, Mr. Rainford said, "I think the governor did a good job."

That had to hurt.

Then there will be those like Sen. Jason Crowell, R-Cape Girardeau. In May, Mr. Crowell voted for an economic development bill similar to one that will be featured in the special session. But now he finds numerous nits to pick about the deal tentatively reached by key lawmakers and the governor.

Politics often is much like the opposite game — the words coming out of politicians' mouths don't always mean exactly what they seem like at first.

The key is to ignore the chatter and focus on the end game.

So, as we head to the special session, our advice is simple: Take a deep breath and don't believe everything you hear. The economic development bill, for instance, is neither "the most sweeping jobs initiative in the state's history," as opined Richard Fleming, president of the Regional Chamber and Growth Association, nor is it the shameless boondoggle that some critics, both from the left and right, have been calling it recently.

The China hub gambit is a gamble, but a good one considering the direct negotiations with the Chinese, who plan to expand their cargo exports significantly and seek a willing partner. The legislation is designed so that tax incentives aren't paid until freight is moved and facilities are built. When those investments happen, jobs are created.

That's Missouri's end game: More jobs.

The proposal put forward by Mr. Nixon and legislative leaders offers the hope of new jobs in high-tech fields, cargo operations and construction of data centers that house and protect the humming hard drives that make today's business possible. And it uses money for new programs by cutting or capping previous tax incentive programs.

If any one section of the economic bill works as intended, St. Louis wins. If they all work, St. Louis wins big. And if the special session also results in returning local control of the city police to St. Louis, a 150-year-old wrong will be righted.

As grand bargains go, what the Legislature produces this September won't be perfect, but it is high time lawmakers go back to the Capitol to finish the work they left undone in May.Email Story

 The Star’s editorial | Fight homelessness with tax credits for affordable housing
Posted on Tue, Aug. 23, 2011 10:15 PM

Help for mentally ill and chronically homeless Missourians has fallen far short in recent years. On Thursday, the Missouri Housing Development Commission will have the ability to make up a bit of the distance.

Commissioners will meet in Kansas City to allocate about $366 million in state and federal tax credits for affordable housing projects. 

They should heed a recommendation by state Treasurer Clint Zweifel to dedicate a third of that amount to housing for the mentally ill and other groups likely to end up on the streets.

By freeing up $122 million, the commission could finance about 400 housing units. That brick-and-mortar investment would allow social service agencies to provide counseling and other forms of help.

In Kansas City, a lack of options for persons with acute psychiatric problems is a prime cause of homelessness, emergency room visits and jail overcrowding. Safe housing, in some cases with on-site staffs, would make a huge difference.

Last year, for the first time, the housing commission agreed to use low-income housing tax credits to reduce homelessness. It approved six projects with a total of 191 units, including a new, 48-unit building next to the Veterans Affairs Medical Center in Kansas City. Work on that project is expected to begin in the next few weeks.

The commission’s staff this year favors dedicating one-third of the available credits to projects aimed at reducing homelessness. Commissioners should follow their advice. 

It would be good for the image of the housing credit program, which has been accused of doing more good for developers and buyers of tax credits than low-income residents. And it would be good for Missouri residents and communities.

Ban meth, not common sense, when formulating drug policy

By DAVID OVERFELT, Special to The Star
Posted on Tue, Aug. 23, 2011 10:15 PM

In fighting the scourge that is methamphetamine abuse, we as Missourians are all in this together.

We are aware of the drug’s impact in our state, as well as the notoriety Missouri has attained from being the national leader in meth lab incidents for who knows how many years running.

Consequently, all of us share the hope that meth will be eliminated from our streets.

In this fight, we must make sure law-abiding citizens, don’t get caught in the crossfire. It’s good news a bill requiring prescriptions for cold and allergy drugs containing pseudoephedrine failed in the recently-completed legislative session.

Pseudoephedrine is an ingredient found in products like Sudafed and Allegra-D, but can also be diverted to illegally manufacture methamphetamine. The bill banning over-the-counter sales would have put tremendous strain and hardship on everyday Missourians. It was rightly defeated.

Unfortunately, in the aftermath of the bill’s defeat, some cast unfounded blame on “lobbyists” from the pharmaceutical industry, as though they alone would have suffered.

That is not the case. Far more would have suffered under this bill. Corrections of some mischaracterizations are needed.

First, some have claimed the coalition opposed to the bill misled the public on costs. But it is apparent this bill would have driven up health care costs. Every cold or allergy season would have meant trips to the doctor. About 20 million Americans use drugs containing pseudoephedrine. Doctors don’t work for free. This isn’t misinformation; it’s fact.

Beyond that, any doctor’s time is finite. If cold or allergy sufferers were required to visit clinics and emergency rooms, doctors deluged with prescription visits would have less time for other patients.

Second, those opposing a prescription mandate represent grocers, retailers, doctors and small business owners. All opposed the bill because of its detrimental impact on health care costs for employers and the insurance rates associated with those costs. Most employers currently pay some portion of health insurance premiums as a benefit to employees. As those costs increase, fewer employers can afford to provide such benefits.

Third, Missouri already has a real-time, stop-sale system in place to electronically monitor the sale of medication containing pseudoephedrine. A prescription-only law would be redundant and unnecessary. Authorities in eastern Missouri indicted nine people this spring, after they purchased pseudoephedrine above the legal limit.

And the system accomplished this without infringing on the lives of law-abiding Missourians who need safe and effective medicines for common ailments. This system needs to be given more time to work before imposing more drastic measures.

Many want to see meth eliminated from our streets and communities, and fully support the brave work of law enforcement to meet that goal. But the interests of Missouri citizens, employers and employees cannot simply be ignored while that fight continues.

The Senate was right to put down the prescription-only pseudoephedrine bill, and we were proud to oppose this legislation.

Co-authors with David Overfelt, president of the Missouri Retailers Association, are Joy B. Krieger, executive director of the Asthma & Allergy Foundation of America, St. Louis Chapter; Ray McCarty, president/CEO of Associated Industries of Missouri; and Dan Shaul, state director of the Missouri Grocers Association.

Letters to the editor, August 24 

St. Louis Post Dispatch
Posted: Wednesday, August 24, 2011 12:00 am 

As Bernie would say, "Free Peter Kinder"

All right, already. Enough is enough. I think the editorial board has inflicted enough damage on Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder's reputation, nearly beyond what he's done on his own.

Yeah, the story about the bathroom break that just happened to be at the place where his former friendly dancer works rings a bit flat, but, come on, the guy hasn't cheated on his wife, embezzled from the state treasury, tried to sell a Senate seat or otherwise done any of the dastardly deeds for which other politicians have been known recently.

So, in the words of sports columnist Bernie Miklasz, it's time to "free Peter Kinder."

Tom Anselm • Florissant

Walking the talk

If Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder were an ordinary citizen not running for political office, his indiscretions probably would engender little or no attention. However, for someone who professes to be a Christian and embraces "family values," he had better be willing to "walk the talk."

I hardly think Mr. Kinder's constituents from the Bible Belt of Missouri would consider going to a "pantsless" bar and catching up on old times with a former stripper and adult magazine model to be part of a family-values agenda. It seems that when some politicians get caught doing something they shouldn't be doing, they play "the Christian card." Mr. Kinder took a page out of former U.S. Rep. Henry Hyde's playbook when he gave the embarrassing excuse of committing a youthful indiscretion in his involvement with the Sauget stripper. He wasn't 21 at the time; he was 40.

Does Mr. Kinder actually want us to believe the stripper found out about his apartment by reading his campaign finance reports? How gullible does he think the voters of Missouri are?

Mel Myers • St. Louis County

Snow in August

Regarding "Kinder shifts to damage control" (Aug. 18): Relative to Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder's predicament, state Sen. Scott Rupp, R-Wentzville, said, "And everyone says the same thing, that this is a complete hatchet job." Mr. Rupp should clarify how this could be a "hatchet job." Did somebody plant the former stripper in the pantsless bar that Mr. Kinder happened to go into when he felt the urge to use the bathroom? That is quite a "hatchet."

The only job here is the 'snow job" by Mr. Rupp on the public.

John Davis • St. Charles

Unconscionable acts

I'm a retired licensed psychologist. After reading "A miscarriage, corrected" (Aug. 22), concerning former State Rep. Kenny Hulshof's convicting innocent men based on false evidence and urging a witness to lie, I came to one conclusion: Mr. Hulshof has no conscience.

Now he's practicing "public policy law." That's scary. And to think that he could have been elected governor is even scarier. My question is: How has he managed to keep his law license?

Jim Pullen • St. Louis

Not betting the house

The Post-Dispatch just couldn't resist taking a potshot at horse racing in its crusade against gambling by mentioning the off-track betting parlors alongside the strip joints in the article "Stripper saga: Going Eastside" (Aug. 21). I feel compelled to tell the paper that for every gambling addict, there are thousands of people who don't bet the house payment, money for groceries, utilities or their children's education on the horses. Yet, the Post-Dispatch and anti-gambling fanatics continue to harp on the very slim minority who do. But when you're trying to build a case on bias, why let facts get in the way?

Bob Caito • St. Louis

Show me the jobs

U.S. Rep. Sam Graves' commentary "Champion small businesses" (Aug. 17) demonstrated that congressional Republicans are not serious about creating jobs. Mr. Graves presented only the usual Republican talking points, including bashing the stimulus and alleged regulatory burdens, urging tax code reform, lower taxes and use of domestic energy sources and the always-reliable "living within our means."

Suggesting that the 2009 stimulus resulted in lost jobs is wrong, disingenuous and deceitful. Most economists argue that the economy needs additional government spending.

Modern Republicans oppose almost any regulations. (Times do change; the Environmental Protection Agency was created under Republican President Richard Nixon.)

The tax code is complex in part because of wasteful tax loopholes, deductions, credits and subsidies Republicans protect for business interests and the extremely wealthy. Federal taxes are at a 50-year low. Almost 40 percent of the maligned stimulus program was comprised of tax benefits, resulting in one of the largest one-time tax reductions ever, significantly benefiting small businesses. Republicans won't pass the president's proposed extension of the payroll tax cut, which would help individuals and small businesses.

The Obama administration has pushed for Congress to pass free-trade agreements with South Korea, Colombia and Panama. A hold-up is Republican resistance to the administration's insistence on protections for American workers who could lose their jobs as a result. Still, those trade agreements are no answer to the job crisis in this country.

Mr. Graves said the Republican House has passed 16 bills that would increase job growth. He didn't mention how. This is Missouri. Show me.

Bob McWilliams • Florissant

Betraying American prosperity

The editorial "A two-way street" (Aug. 18) simply skims the surface of the trade problems between the United States and China. The editorial said that the authoritarian Chinese government has controlled its country's institutions — civil, political, military, economic, commercial, etc. — since 1949. Since the 1980s, U.S. policy has been that our government does not interfere when U.S. corporations deal with a foreign government. Under those conditions, trade with China is a one-way street, not a two-way street.

The U.S. corporations want to make greater profit for their shareholders. Other U.S. stakeholders, such as workers, are not considered. The deal the corporations obtain from China always is to set up plants in China, train Chinese workers and engineers and produce the products in China. The Chinese government then allows U.S. corporations to export their products to the United States. Of course, the companies end up closing their plants in this country. That's how and why millions of jobs have left our country.

The book "The Betrayal of American Prosperity" by Clyde Prestowitz describes the phenomenon in detail.

Melvin Tash • St. Louis County

Great good, no harm

In "Stars from retired flags stir soldiers" (Aug. 17), Susan Weich mentions that some people think that it is disrespectful for the G4U nonprofit to remove stars from retired United States flags to be sent in care packages to our soldiers overseas.

As long as remains are respectively disposed of, what logic makes it disrespectful to carefully remove stars from retired flags for the benefit of those in our military overseas?

As long as remains are respectively disposed of, what logic makes it disrespectful to carefully remove organs from the deceased for the benefit of the needful living?

Given the requirement for propriety in both actions, the great good done and lack of harm caused eliminates the stigma of disrespect from both.

Edward A. Rohde • Oakville

