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McCaskill visits Hannibal, tours Watlow
By DOMINIC GENETTI 

Hannibal Courier-Post 

Posted Aug 25, 2011 @ 03:56 PM

Hannibal, MO — Factory workers and company leaders at Hannibal’s Watlow plant got to voice their political thoughts Monday afternoon.
Missouri’s Democratic U.S. Senator from Missouri Claire McCaskill visited Hannibal Monday and toured the Watlow industrial plant. The plant has been affected by the struggling economy and is showing a significant decrease in the number of employees since 2008.
The Senator pulled up to the main entrance in a black Ford Flex with a silver rooftop.
She entered into the conference room, politely introduced herself and began asking questions.
“What’s your biggest impediments in terms of growth,” McCaskill asked.
Watlow’s Value Stream Leader Tracy Rademan spoke up first.
“It’s our customers that are being affected,” he told McCaskill.
McCaskill’s wedding ring covered in diamonds gave off several reflections of light from the ceiling window onto the table she leaned against with her right side.
The Senator then jumped into a conversation about energy when one of the Watlow leaders told her that utility costs at the plant have risen significantly over the past three years.
“Gas prices hurt everybody, McCaskill said. “I think we should be doing domestic drilling.”
She also said it is a necessity to use coal, nuclear and other energy options.
“It’s unrealistic for people to think we’re not going to use coal,” McCaskill told the group of leaders. “We have the No. 1 conservation department in the world (in Missouri). The conservation department is going to have to sell land in able buy more land.”
At times she grinned as different employees spoke and asked questions. At other times, she expressed no facial emotion as she listened intently.
The conversation then turned to money and the country’s economy.
“Why is the government living on a budget like everyone else does,” Dale Christison asked.
Her blue eyes wandered and had little contact with everyone in the room.
“We’re going to spend less money, it’s going to happen in the next decade,” McCaskill told Christison. “I agree with the premise of your question.
“I’ve got a state, that’s on a good day, 50/50.”
Leaders revealed that most of the employees working in the factory do not have an education beyond high school and that most of their training is done internally within the company.
“It’s not easy for us to find professional, college educated (workers),” one of the leaders said. 
The Senator embraced additional information before heading out to the plant where many of Watlow’s industrial heating components are built.

Her rusty-brown coat, white blouse, black pants and flat shoes were a far cry from the everyday factory workers, but that didn’t bother the longtime politician.

Christison led McCaskill throughout the factory floor. Her lips went tight and she barely blinked as he explained each product.

While she walked around, McCaskill asked many questions about job stability, product demand and how the company is holding up financially during tough economic times. When all was complete, the senator met with employees that have been at the Hannibal plant for 25 years or more. The plant opened in Hannibal in 1972.

“I want to make sense that I’m listening and I’m in touch with people’s problems,” she said to the group.

“What’s your ‘big stick’,” one man asked the senator. “You’re a lot of talk, but I don’t see a lot of action.”

McCaskill took a second or two and responded.

“It depends on what it is,” she said. “Our (United States) politics is difficult.”

She continued on and addressed money spending.

“We ought to spend public money because we have to, not because of who has power,” McCaskill said. “It’s the process that’s so fundamentally wrong. I think in Missouri, most people are in the middle.

“If I could fix commodities, I’d bring down those oil prices.”

The senator told the crowd that no subject was off limits. That’s when one of the employees asked about public schools. She has concerns for her grandchildren.

“We need to fix the public school system to where everybody wants to be there,” the woman told McCaskill.

“That by and large is a Jeff City problem,” McCaskill said with additional reasonings. “The No Child Left Behind Act hasn’t worked really well, we need to get rid of it.”

She fielded a few more questions and was on her way.

After a quick meeting with reporters in the parking lot — cameras and recording devices were not allowed in the factory — McCaskill headed off to meetings in Louisiana and St. Louis. 

NLRB's new workers' rights rule for the workplace prompts strong reactions 
By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter     

Updated 10:20 pm Thu., 8.25.11  
Missouri business groups are swiftly registering their objections to the National Labor Relations Board's new rule requiring that workers' rights be posted in the workplace, saying such a mandate smacks of politics. Labor unions praise the rule as a fair requirement that workers get accurate information.

"This is a cynical move that puts politics above the best interests of Missouri's small businesses and the people who work for them," said Brad Jones, state director of the National Federation of Independent Business, Missouri's largest group repesenting small business.

"All this does is create one more uncertainty for small business owners at a time when we're trying to create jobs and get our economy back on track," Jones added in a statement issued shortly after the NLRB's action was announced.

Dan Mehan, chief executive of the Missouri Chamber of Commerce and Industry, was even more critical. "This is another display of how the NLRB is a puppet of organized labor," he said. "This is the latest attack on the employer community."

Jones and Mehan said the posting requirement improperly makes it appear that the federal government is promoting union membership.

Late Thursday, former NLRB general counsel Jerry Hunter of St. Louis -- who served from 1989-93 under President George H. W. Bush -- also issued a statement blasting the new rule. Hunter contended that the current NLRB did not have the authority to impose such a rule, or "create a new unfair labor practice which employers may be found guilty of for failing to post a general rights notice..."

But Bob Soutier, president of the St. Louis Central Labor Council, lauded the NLRB's action as "a heck of a breakthrough for workers."

"It levels the playing field," Soutier added.

Herb Johnson, secretary-treasurer of the Missouri AFL-CIO, said state labor leaders are delighted. "The NLRB is finally doing the things it should have been doing procedurally for years,'' he said. "It's been unfair for decades."

The NLRB's new rule comes amid major labor/government disputes in several states -- notably Wisconsin and Ohio. Several measures aimed at curbing union rights were introduced during Missouri's last legislative session, but didn't get very far -- largely because Gov. Jay Nixon, a Democrat, had hinted at potential vetoes.

Both sides already are signaling they plan to active in the 2012 elections. The state NFIB, for example, has been holding forums featuring like-minded members of Congress, such as U.S. Rep. Blaine Luetkemeyer, R-St. Elizabeth.

Mehan said the NLRB's actions are whipping up business sentiment against the Obama administration, and will prompt more political action in 2012 aimed at replacing the president.

As for labor, Soutier said, "We're making plans right now to be even more active than we were" in 2008.

Added Johnson: "We are energized, and this (new rule) will add to the energy of our members."

National business groups, notably the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, arguably outpaced labor in the 2010 mid-term elections, helping Republicans make huge gains in congressional races and take a number of governorships.

Since then, however, unions have pushed back -- particularly after the new Republican governors in Ohio and Wisconsin, with help from the GOP-controlled legislature, enacted new laws curbing collective bargaining rights.

Tempers flare at meeting 

Postmasters, lawmakers discuss possible post office closures

Andrew Gaug, St. Joseph News-Press  

POSTED: 11:09 pm CDT August 25, 2011
Of the many meetings the U.S. Postal Service scheduled to discuss rural office closings, none of them are likely to reach the passion and intensity of the postmasters’ meeting Thursday night.

About 40 postmasters from throughout Northwest Missouri gathered at the Old School House in Cameron, Mo., to discuss the proposed closings, what the postal service is doing wrong and what they suggest be done.

Unlike the public Postal Service meetings occurring throughout the state this month to discuss rural post office closings, the meeting consisted only of postmasters. Due to what they described as intimidation tactics from the U.S. Postal Service, no one outside of two people wished to be identified to the News-Press. One of them that did made sure to be vocal for those who couldn’t speak.

Alleging the Postal Service was intimidating employees and closing offices on Saturday to skew future numbers to pass on to Congress to allow offices to move to a five-day work week, Kelly McCartney, vice president of the National League of Postmasters, stated what other postmasters were already saying — closing rural offices would be an ineffective cost-saving measure.

Claiming a huge divide between higher-ups at the Postal Service and its postmasters, Ms. McCartney said the announcement of possible post office closings in rural areas were not a catalyst, but helped point out the disconnect and anger between the two.

“We’re not in the same orbit. We’re not even in the same solar system,” she said.

Addressing representatives from the offices of Missouri Sens. Roy Blunt and Claire McCaskill, Congressman Sam Graves and state Rep. Delus Johnson, R-St. Joseph, who was there in person, Ms. McCartney said the postmasters facing offices closing are fearful to challenge the facts the Postal Service is stating concerning the issue.

“We’re inside. We know what those facts really look like,” she said.

Stating other options outside of closing rural post offices, which many postmasters said they saw as one of the remaining institutions in their community, Ms. McCartney said they have been largely ignored.

Included in those cost-saving measures is what was stated as a $2 billion savings. Also, an estimated $4.5 billion could be saved if rural mail boxes were to go to an all-curb format, which Ms. McCartney said has been misrepresented in past post office customer surveys.

“There are other ways rural offices can collect money and improve revenue and it’s always fallen on deaf ears. They have not implemented any of that,” she said.

Agreeing with the ideas Ms. McCartney presented, Mr. Johnson received an audible sound of agreement from the crowd of postmasters.

“I see if you started these revenue generation services like online payment services, banking services, people are going to swamp that place,” he said.

Though there was an atmosphere of optimism during the meeting, Ms. McCartney noted the politics of the post office has to stop before headway can be made.

“You are the ones that have the power behind you that says, ‘OK, Mr. Postmaster General, you either knock this (stuff) off or we’re ousting you and everybody else under you,’” she said, to cheers and clapping.

Kit Bond joins alliantgroup as adviser
St. Louis Business Journal 

Date: Thursday, August 25, 2011, 1:40pm CDT
Former Missouri Gov. and U.S. Sen. Kit Bond said Thursday he is joining alliantgroup    .alliantgroup Latest from The Business Journals Benefits of Obama’s budget request could be outweighed by tax hikesPresident’s budget targets oil and gas, boosts renewable energyObama budget may benefit building, renewable energy Follow this company .as a senior adviser and a member of its strategic advisory board.

The Republican will counsel alliantgroup, a tax services advisory firm, on strategic initiatives to educate small and medium-sized Missouri businesses about tax credits and incentives, as well as to increase jobs in areas of high unemployment, the company said.

Bond joins alliantgroup after participating in a presentation and discussion with senior alliantgroup management and employees on how tax credits and incentives can help a broad range of Missouri businesses, the company said.

The company’s advisory board also includes alliantgroup Vice Chairman Mark Everson, a former IRS commissioner; alliantgroup Senior Adviser Jim Ramstad, a former Minnesota Congressman; and alliantgroup National Managing Director Dean Zerbe, former senior counsel and tax counsel to the Senate Finance Committee.

Zerbe had worked for Bond in the Senate.

Dhaval Jadav is CEO of alliantgroup, which is based in Houston.

Bond leads Kit Bond Strategies, an international political and business consultancy based in Missouri and Washington, D.C. He also works as a partner at Thompson Coburn    .Thompson Coburn Latest from The Business Journals SLIDESHOW: St. Louis' fastest-growing companiesSt. Louis execs' favorite summer jobsBryan Cave hikes starting pay for new attorneys Follow this company ., St. Louis’ largest law firm.

At age 33, Bond became the Missouri’s youngest governor. He later served in the Senate from 1986 until 2010.

Missouri's international exports rising in 2011
Southeast Missiourian (AP)

Aug 26, 5:02 AM EDT

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Missouri businesses are shipping an increasing amount of products to other countries.

Gov. Jay Nixon says the state's international exports were up 13 percent through the first half of 2011. That comes on top of a 35 percent growth in exports during 2010.

Nixon has been highlighting Missouri's export figures while traveling the state promoting a business incentive plan on the agenda for a special legislative session in September. One prominent part of that legislation would authorize up to $360 million of tax incentives for companies handling or shipping goods internationally through the St. Louis airport.

The proposal also would create new incentives for science and technology companies while scaling back or eliminating some of Missouri's existing tax breaks for building developers and low-income seniors who rent homes.

Kinder Camp Explains Recent Drop in Donations
Kevin Killeen, CBS St. Louis
August 26, 2011 4:00 AM
ST. LOUIS–(KMOX) – Four weeks after the exotic dancer story broke, Peter Kinder’s fundraising has dried up like an unwatered lawn in the August sun.  

The Missouri Ethics Commission website shows Kinder’s reported contributions stopped July 27th — eight days before a picture of him in a bar with former stripper Tammy Chapman first hit the news.

By contrast, in the same time frame,  Missouri Governor Jay Nixon — the man Kinder wants to unseat — has raised more than $100,000.

Kinder’s campaign says the lull in fundraising is intentional and was planned well before the scandal hit – to give donors a breather.

“The month of August is usually a period when we try to make sure that donors have a break, when they’re on vacations with their families, or coming back from vacations and getting ready for school,” said Kinder spokesman Jared Craighead. 

Craighead says there’s no resolution yet to the dispute with a Joplin donor, David C. Humphreys,  who is reportedly asking for a refund of at least $125,000 in the wake of the scandal

“Well, it’s a unique situation. We’ve only had one person do that,” Craighead said, “And we’re going to discuss privately what and how we do that with the person and we’re not going to talk about it in public.”

No Kinder fund raisers have been cancelled since the Chapman story broke, Craighead says.  A fundraiser is scheduled for September 7th in Kinder’s hometown of Cape Girardeau.  Former White House Chief of Staff and GOP strategist Carl Rove is scheduled to appear.

The latest quarterly report for the period ending June 30th shows Kinder had more than $1.6 million cash on hand, compared with Nixon who had more than $3 million cash on hand.

Kinder campaign at a crossroads
By STEVE KRASKE

The Kansas City Star
Posted on Thu, Aug. 25, 2011 11:14 PM

The big question reverberating through Missouri political circles this week: Can Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder save his campaign for governor?

Stories about Kinder’s past association with a Penthouse Pet, his reimbursements for hotel expenses and wayward tweets have kept the Republican on the defensive for months.

The result: a delay in the formal launch of his bid to unseat Democratic Gov. Jay Nixon next year.

“We’re trying to figure out the timing that works,” said Kinder spokesman Jared Craighead.

But while Craighead insists the campaign is pushing full speed ahead, some Republican lawmakers are sending very different signals.

Some are now wavering in their support — or have backed away entirely. The story is the same for some grass-roots Republicans. And one of the Missouri Republican Party’s most prolific fundraisers has publicly denounced Kinder and demanded his money back.

“If I had known this about him, I would not have supported him in the past,” Republican contributor David Humphreys told Politico about Kinder’s past ties to Tammy Chapman, a Penthouse Pet who now works in a St. Louis area bar. 

Craighead said the campaign had not decided whether it will honor Humphreys’ request. If granted, it could punch a $125,000 hole in Kinder’s war chest, which stood at $1.6 million as of June 30.

Craighead insisted Kinder’s donor base is holding firm and that he is focusing on one item of critical importance to Missourians: jobs. He blamed the Chapman controversy on “Democrat dirty tricks … We don’t think these distortions will resonate with voters.”

A poll released Monday conducted by a Republican firm showed Kinder trailing Nixon by only 7 points — 48 to 41 percent — though the findings were discounted by some because the survey was taken just days after stories on Kinder’s ties to Chapman surfaced and many Missourians still were unaware of the issue.

But leading GOP insiders have quietly begun questioning whether Kinder can survive politically and acknowledge that they are considering alternatives, although a ready replacement is proving elusive.

Former U.S. senator Jim Talent — who narrowly lost the race for governor in 2000 — is said not to be interested, and neither is former governor Matt Blunt. Members of the state’s congressional delegation don’t appear inclined to switch races, either.

One name increasingly mentioned is former U.S. attorney Catherine Hanaway from the St. Louis area, who was the first female speaker of the Missouri House. Other Republicans speculate that a fresh face might be the way to go.

Much of the uncertainty swirling around Kinder these days is due to the Chapman controversy. She told reporters that Kinder was a frequent customer of hers about 17 years ago at a St. Louis area adult club. Kinder has never been married.

Kinder admitted to visiting her at least 10 times, adding there was a romantic attraction, but that he wasn’t proud of his behavior.

“I realized I was headed down the wrong path and stopped going in there,” Kinder told The Kansas City Star. “I just thought, ‘I was raised right. I was raised a Christian. I was raised in a Scouting family, and this was not consistent with my upbringing.’ ”

“And I pulled up short and said, ‘I’m not going to stay on this path. It’s the wrong set of habits.”

But Kinder allowed himself to be photographed with Chapman a few months ago while she was working at another St. Louis area bar which features “pantless nights.” He said he stopped in just to use the bathroom and had a glass of wine.

This spring, Kinder was forced to repay the state tens of thousands of dollars out of his own pocket for more than 300 hotel stays in the St. Louis area that he had billed to taxpayers. The St. Louis Post-Dispatch had questioned whether those hotel expenses were appropriate, since they appeared to have coincided with tea party rallies, charity galas hosted by campaign donors, and a friend’s wedding.

In April, Kinder became the butt of jokes after a man stole his 2009 Ford Flex from outside his Cape Girardeau home and set it on fire. Kinder apparently had left the keys in the ignition.

Several times this year, he’s faced questions about his judgment for use of Twitter, once for injecting politics into an emergency meeting about flooding.

But the sex-charged Chapman story tops the list irritating many conservative Republicans. Kinder was forced last week to conduct a series of interviews in a bid to end all the talk and move on. He maintained that Chapman had lied about their relationship.

His efforts, however, may be falling short. Tim Garrison, a GOP committeeman from Springfield, recently circulated an email to fellow Republicans demanding a new candidate.

“Mister Kinder’s presence at the top of the statewide ticket implies a tolerance of his conduct by the state party, thereby eviscerating any credibility his supporters have as proponents of conservative social values,” Garrison wrote.

Then on Tuesday, Republican Rep. Kevin Elmer of Nixa called on Kinder to step aside, suggesting in a statement that his “irresponsible decisions in his personal life have impugned his ability to lead publicly from a principled position.”

Some Republicans discounted the statement because Elmer’s first cousin is David Steelman, husband of Sarah Steelman, who is a declared candidate for the U.S. Senate, but also mentioned as a potential fill-in gubernatorial contender.

Also Tuesday, Missouri Rep. Myron Neth, a Liberty Republican, described his support for Kinder as “tentative” following the Chapman stories, noting: “When you look at your principles, you think, ‘Oh my gosh, can I really get my name behind someone like that?’ ”

In the Kansas City area, two veteran GOP lawmakers, Missouri Sen. Luann Ridgeway of Smithville and Missouri Rep. Jerry Nolte of Gladstone, this week declined to endorse Kinder, even though he’s been the presumed nominee for months.

“I’m anxious to see if someone else decides to pop up,” Nolte said.

Renee Hulshof, the wife of 2008 GOP gubernatorial candidate Kenny Hulshof, recently wrote on her Twitter account that she wants to know “from my fellow Missouri Republicans what we are doing about a gubernatorial candidate?”

And in southeast Missouri, a group of Republicans has begun to push Missouri Sen. Jason Crowell of Cape Girardeau for governor — if Kinder steps aside.

Shari Bax, a University of Central Missouri political scientist, said Kinder’s candidacy appears to be at a crossroads.

“To have your candidate out there with these moral questions on him, it starts you from behind, and I don’t think that’s where they want to be,” Bax said.

Tax credits OK’d for Joplin, St. Louis suburb
By Wally Kennedy, Joplin Globe Staff Writer 
August 25, 2011
JOPLIN, Mo. — Those left homeless by tornadoes this year in Joplin and St. Louis could benefit from $100 million in tax credits approved Thursday by the Missouri Housing Development Commission.

The tax credits will be available for the rebuilding of low-income housing, but it could be 18 months before local residents can utilize that rental housing.

Tina Beer, operations director for the commission, said an accelerated application could help speed things up.

“We hope that the time period will be shortened so that once an application is approved, construction can begin,” she said. “The developers will need to work with city officials over zoning and permits. There will be a lot of moving parts we have to coordinate to make this happen as quickly as we can.”

Home ownership of a rental unit is possible under the Internal Revenue Code, which governs the program. The developer’s application must show an option in which the tenant must live in the rental property for 15 years before home ownership is possible, Beer said.

The code requires that units be rented to tenants whose income is 50 or 60 percent of the average median income of the geographic area in which the units will be constructed.

Beer said the commission has received a number of inquiries from potential developers.

“Oh yeah, everybody wants to know what’s going on down there in Joplin,” she said, speaking from Jefferson City, where the commission’s meeting was held.

“The developers and construction companies are looking for opportunities to help down there,” she said. “Most ask general questions about the type of housing — senior, family, single and handicap — that is needed.

“We tell them all of the above. Everything is needed. A huge portion of that city was wiped out. We want a variety of applications to come through the door.

“The tornado could not have picked a worse path to go through as it relates to affordable housing. The poverty level is real.”

The commission set an Oct. 14 deadline for developers to apply for the tornado-related housing tax credits, with a goal of voting on specific projects as soon as December.

The 2012 housing incentive plan dedicates about 40 percent of its primary tax credit program to tornado relief and — for the first time — earmarks one-third of its total tax incentives for housing projects tailored to people with special needs.

The commission voted to allot the Joplin area $90 million of the $250 million of state and federal tax credits to be awarded under its primary incentive program during 2012. It approved $10 million in state and federal tax credits to the St. Louis County community of Berkeley, which was hit by a tornado in April.

Although the actual tax credits are spread out over a 10-year period, developers typically generate cash upfront by selling their tax credit vouchers on a discounted basis.

Commission staff members have said the tax credits could finance about 450 housing units for people displaced by tornadoes, assuming that developers spent about $120,000 per unit and received a typical price for the sale of the tax credit vouchers.

The Associated Press contributed to this report.

Housing issue

Tina Beer, operations director for the Missouri Housing Development Commission, said the residents of about 575 Joplin homes that were damaged or destroyed by the May 22 tornado still do not have permanent places to live.

A wary peace on historic tax credits? 
BY TIM LOGAN • STLtoday.com | Posted: Friday, August 26, 2011 12:15 am 

If the delicate compromise among Missouri lawmakers holds up through next month's special session, the future of the state's popular historic tax credit program will look much like the program did ... last year.

The plan expected to go before the House and Senate would cut the annual cap on historic credits — which have played a huge role in rebuilding downtown St. Louis and some city neighborhoods over the last decade — to $90 million from $140 million.

That's a sharp cut, but it's worth noting that $90 million is about $7.6 million more than was actually approved by state officials in the 12 months ending June 30. The economic slowdown, combined with what some developers claim is foot-dragging by state regulators who run the program, led to just $82.4 million in historic credits being authorized last year, the lowest total since 2001.

That figure is a far cry from the historic program's heyday in the mid-2000s, when developers tapped it to turn blocks of empty downtown warehouses and factories into fashionable lofts and funky office space. The program offers tax credits worth one-fourth of the cost of a rehab. From 2006 through 2009, Missouri's Department of Economic Development OK'd nearly three-quarters of a billion dollars of the credits, which are being redeemed even now as the state is forced to make tough budget cuts.

The program's many obvious success stories made Missouri a national model for preservationists — states such as Minnesota and Ohio have created their own historic tax credits in recent years. But its huge size — $186 million worth of the credits were redeemed in 2009 — has long made the program a fat target for budget hawks at the Capitol. Developers fended off deep cuts to the credits for several years.

Then last fall, the state Tax Credit Review Commission recommended capping historic credits at $75 million a year, and, after some wrangling in the Legislature this spring, a deal emerged for a $90 million program, with $10 million of that set aside for small projects that need less than $275,000 in credits.

That's the plan in the bill unveiled last month by House and Senate leaders, and it's one that, ironically, matches up roughly with what the program needed last year. The developers and preservationists who support the program say they aren't wild about the cuts, but they can live with them.

"The industry recognizes that we're going to need to take a bit of a cutback on this to make everybody comfortable," said Deb Sheals, a consultant and longtime leader of the Missouri Alliance for Historic Preservation. "The question becomes what's comfortable, and what's shutting it down so hard that people stop using the program?"

And that's where the details get tricky.

Take that exemption for small projects. Right now, buildings that need less than $275,000 in credits are exempt from the current cap of $140 million. That's most of the buildings for which historic credits are used. Of the 162 projects that were issued credits last year, 106 received less than $275,000. Combined, those 106 got almost exactly $10 million.

But when the economy recovers, there likely will be more demand for the credits, and a cap that's snug now will become downright uncomfortable.

Considering that small projects — typically homes and small commercial buildings — make up so many of the projects and so little of the money, lawmakers ought to leave room for more of them to happen, said John Farrell, a lobbyist for the pro-tax credit group the Alliance for Jobs, Investment and Preservation. That will ensure the credit boosts development in neighborhoods and small towns, not just the big-dollar buildings.

The cap "really impacts the small projects around the state," he said. "There's quite a large number of projects that potentially won't get done."

Another detail that has some developers wary is a proposed ban on so-called 'stacking" of historic credits with credits to build low-income housing. Critics say that combo leads to overly subsidized projects, but it has been a popular way to fund, for instance, the conversion of old school buildings into senior housing.

"Those projects do not work without the credits. They just cannot work," Sheals said. "But they're important buildings, and it's good development."

Sheals, Farrell and others said they still hope to persuade lawmakers to tweak the changes to the historic program when the Legislature returns to Jefferson City after Labor Day. But the tax credit compromise is a fragile one, and several key senators have pledged to block any new programs without corresponding cuts to existing ones. Those new programs — such as the Aerotropolis tax credits and the Missouri Science and Innovation Reinvestment Act — are top priorities of St. Louis-area business leaders, who say they will accept a smaller historic credit to make them happen. And even at $90 million a year, Missouri would still have one of the biggest historic tax credits in the country.

If nothing else, Sheals said, the deal could take the historic tax credit out of the bull's-eye for a while.

"We always said, 'Don't touch, don't touch.' And that was a valid argument for a long time," she said. "But it's a year-round fight any more, and a small change will maybe give us all a little peace."

CEO says SynCare has been flooded with calls Medicaid recipients have been waiting for ruling on home health services.
Written by Sarah Okeson 

Springfield News-Leader
5:22 AM, Aug. 26, 2011 

Stephanie DeKemper, the CEO of SynCare LLC, said home health care companies have been inundating her firm with cases.

Specifically, she said the company was expecting to handle 4,400 cases a month but is getting more than 1,000 calls a day. She said home health care companies are using a loophole in the regulations governing assessments for these patients to ask SynCare to look at whether care needs to be changed.

SynCare was hired after questions were raised about whether it was a conflict of interest for the home health care companies that financially benefit from caring for the patients to determine services they are eligible for.

Backlogs in determining appropriate care for elderly or disabled recipients has left hundreds of people waiting to learn if they qualify for home health care or if their health care can be modified.

The Missouri Alliance for Home Care, an industry group of home health agencies, has asked the state to terminate its contract with SynCare. The contract, worth up to $5.5 million, calls for the company to screen more than 50,000 Medicaid recipients. It began doing the assessments in May.

Officials at Oxford HealthCare, one of the largest home health care providers in Missouri, said requests for changes in a patient's home care are routine. They also said Oxford clients haven't made any more requests for changes than normal.

"That's not a loophole," said Oxford spokeswoman Julie Burnell. "That's pretty typical. If you have a person who is hospitalized or discharged, they need a change in care."

The state has recently asked SynCare about its staffing levels and how many assessments are being done.

DeKemper said SynCare has handled 67,722 phone calls since it started handling the program in May, processing 10,193 cases. She said the company has added 40 staff to its call center and realigned field teams to be more effective.

"We are getting to people as fast as we can under the circumstances," DeKemper said. "Many of the participants being reported as experiencing adverse affects were waiting for services for a very long time and some participants have been waiting for up to five years for review of their care plan."

Area legislators said they are also concerned about the delays.

State Sen. Jay Wasson, R-Nixa, said SynCare has probably had enough time to fix problems.

"We need to see some results now and better results than we have been seeing," Wasson said.

State Sen. Bob Dixon, R-Springfield, said he recently talked to Margaret Donnelly, the director of the Department of Health and Senior Services.

"These are real folks with real needs," Dixon said. "They aren't just numbers on a sheet of paper or on a computer screen. We need to make sure that this happens. I'll follow up and make sure it happens, or they're out the door."

Three still want GOP nomination to succeed Faith

BY MARK SCHLINKMANN • STLtoday.com | Posted: Thursday, August 25, 2011 4:24 pm

ST. CHARLES COUNTY • Three Republicans remain in the competition for their party's nomination for St. Charles Mayor Sally Faith's old House seat in an upcoming special election.

Chrissy Sommer, the Zumbehl Township committewoman; Matt Ehlen, a Young Republicans leader and Boeing Co. financial analyst; and Carl Maus, a former O'Fallon city official, are trying to round up votes on the selection committee of party leaders.

No longer seeking the Republican nomination is Bill Slantz, the unsuccessful Libertarian Party nominee last year against Faith.

Slantz, who had said last spring he wanted to run this time as a Republican, said he now plans to seek the office again as a Libertarian after being asked by members of that party to do so.

The Republican selection panel — made up of county committee members from townships taking in all or part of the 15th House district — will meet at 7 p.m. Tuesday in the community room of the St. Charles Justice Center on Zumbehl Road.

Sommer had chaired the selection panel but has stepped down from that role.

A Democratic selection committee will meet at 6 p.m. Saturday at the same location to pick their nominee. The only person in the running is  Paul Woody, said county Democratic chairman Morton Todd.

Woody was defeated by Faith, a Republican, in last November's House election. Faith then was elected mayor in the April municipal election. Gov. Jay Nixon recently called a Nov. 8 special election to fill the House vacancy.

Woody, a lawyer, is a former House Democratic staffer and used to be an aide to then-Gov. Bob Holden.

The district, which takes in western St. Charles and some unincorporated areas, had been represented by Faith since 2005. The winner of the special election will serve through the end of next year.

Missouri preparing to apply for millions of dollars in early learning grant
Friday, August 26, 2011

By Erin Ragan ~ Southeast Missourian
Improved access to early education in Missouri and other states could come soon in the form of federal grants, but only if the states can show efforts to improve on their own. 

States are now preparing applications for $500 million in Race to the Top's Early Learning Challenge grants, which according to the U.S. Department of Education will reward states that create comprehensive plans to transform early learning systems with better coordination, clearer learning standards and workforce development. 

The stakes are high -- $60 million over the next four years for Missouri. In 2010, the state applied for phase one of Race to the Top but did not receive a grant to fund an initiative to develop a model curriculum. 

The model would have focused on identification of best instruction practices, development of models for educator evaluation to include student performance, assistance for struggling districts and schools, and providing better data collection to foster student achievement. The Missouri Department of Elementary and Secondary Education has said that despite not receiving grants, the state is still developing the model. 

The Early Learning Challenge grants are phase two of Race to the Top and focus on improving and expanding programs that cater to the youngest students. 

Kathy Thornburg, assistant commissioner for the Office of Early and Extended Learning for DESE, said if Missouri were to receive the grants this year, the state could continue work on its data assessment and find ways to allow more children from low-income families to attend high-quality early learning programs. 

Missouri is at a disadvantage, though. Many other states can already prove they are making strides toward education reform, which the U.S. Department of Education wants to see when it decides which states will receive grant money. 

"The rubric for assessing the application actually gives the states who are already involved in doing some of these things an advantage," Thornburg said. "That's a little bit of a discouraging point to me." 

While Missouri can show it is leading states in data assessment systems, Thornburg is unsure how the state will compare to others that have shown higher financial expenditures in early learning. She said the state has made a lot of positive moves in that area, but they haven't been organized into a system and therefore haven't been documented. 

Grants from the competition could mean funding in areas where there have been cuts to programs recently. Thornburg said the grants might fund parent education programs including Parents As Teachers, as well as comprehensive services and health and nutrition education in addition to improving early learning programs. 

When and if the state receives the funding, it will then determine how individual districts can apply for it. 

Deena Ring, the Cape Girardeau School District's director of special services, said if the state were to win the grants and the district could benefit, she would foremost like to see preschool expanded to every elementary school. Currently, the preschool programs rotate through elementary schools. Blanchard, Clippard and Jefferson elementary schools host preschool programs now. 

Parents As Teachers could also use the help, Ring said, because districts are having to spend more money to keep programs going, money they really don't have. 

Ring said it's disappointing the state doesn't seem to show more support for early childhood education. 

Grant applications are required to be completed by Oct. 19. On Aug. 5, officials from four state departments, private community-based groups and statewide organizations from throughout the state met to discuss the state's plan to apply. 

States that win the grants will have their funding released by Dec. 31. 

. 
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KC schools plunged into new uncertainties
By JOE ROBERTSON and DAVE HELLING

The Kansas City Star

This was going to be the district’s “banner year,” John Covington said.

That was less than two weeks ago, as classes were getting ready to open, and Covington and the Kansas City school board were working up plans to extend his superintendent contract by six years. Whatever gulf had separated Covington and board President Airick Leonard West in the past appeared to have closed.

Now, before the first round of pop quizzes could hit students’ desks, a school community well worn with turnover witnessed its latest, most stunning episode in the parade of departing superintendents over the past 40 years.

Still not ready to accept Covington’s startling resignation notice from Wednesday night, the school board ducked into a four-hour closed session Thursday to pull together a plan to win Covington back.

Civic leaders scrambled into campaigns to try to make the district whole again. The familiar haunt of potential state takeover rose once again.

And West, accused by board member Arthur Benson of being the root of Covington’s disaffection, exchanged challenges with Benson. Each called on the other to resign, Benson said, in an apparent attempt to open a door for Covington’s return.

Late in the day, Covington issued a written statement over the fray:

“I feel that I am obligated to reiterate that I have resigned as Superintendent of Schools for the Kansas City, Missouri School District, and do not plan to retract my resignation.”

Covington, whose resignation would take effect Sept. 23, otherwise remained out of sight. He was at work in his office, staff said. And his administrative team also went to work. School carried on for the district’s 17,000 children and their teachers in what district spokeswoman Eileen Houston-Stewart called “business as usual.”

But little has been as usual since Covington dropped his bomb on board members in Wednesday’s closed session just as they were embarking on what was supposed to be a discussion on district goals.

In jeopardy

State Education Commissioner Chris Nicastro said Covington’s sudden resignation jeopardizes the district’s improvement plan with the state.

The school district is provisionally accredited, but performance measures have put the district in danger of losing its accreditation. The state has withheld making a decision on accreditation while it works with the district on an improvement plan.

Nicastro said she had been “encouraged by their progress.”

However, her statement continued: “We will recommend whatever action is necessary to represent the best interests of the education of the district’s children. Unfortunately, with Dr. Covington’s departure, the implementation of the current plan for improvement is now at risk.”

In its most recent annual performance report, released in preliminary form last week, the district achieved just three out of 14 standards. The grade card will become final on Sept. 16, and the state school board next meets Sept. 20.

“That would be the first time to take a state recommendation on accreditation,” Nicastro told The Star. The Department of Elementary and Secondary Education would want to take up the matter with the state board “as early as possible given the current situation.” 

Under current law, if the state school board were to declare the district unaccredited, the district would have two years’ probation before the state could take over.

But for many lawmakers, speeding the state process for takeover will “be a topic of discussion” come the legislative session in January, she said.

Points of conflict

Covington has offered no clues publicly why he is stepping down other than a letter to civic leaders that said, “I believe it is time that I explore other opportunities.”

But email records show Covington made a Sunshine Law request earlier this week seeking copies of correspondence between West and bidders hoping to win an $85 million project to modernize the energy efficiency of all district buildings.

Benson, who announced that he will resign if Covington resigns, publicly criticized West, accusing him of interfering with the administration’s affairs, citing possible involvement in the buildings project as an example.

West provided copies of emails to The Star that he believed were responsible for the concerns. 

Bidders were alerted in the project bid regulations not to have any contact with board members. The emails, from Peter Hinkle with Schneider Electric, shared a list of best practices and questions to ask in assessing such an energy services contract. Hinkle also shared concerns about the process in an email that records show West forwarded to Covington.

West wrote Covington saying, “I contacted these folks because I thought they had questions about whom to contact regarding district projects. As it turned out, they wound up being more informative to me…”

Covington responded, asking for the name of the company, saying the contact West described “is prohibited.”

A spokeswoman for Schneider Electric, a global company with operations in Lenexa, said she could not comment because the company does not discuss pending business that is still in the bidding process.

West also had pressed for a policy that would have allowed the school board to hand out authority to contract schools or charter schools in the district — authority Covington wanted to hold in the superintendent’s office.

The board initially passed a policy giving the authority to the board, but reversed itself in the superintendent’s favor.

The reversal continued what has been a consistent consensus with the current board to approve the programs and contracts Covington’s administration has brought forward. Covington has brought many changes in programs, unimpeded by the board.

Sources close to the superintendent said that Covington was frustrated and concerned with West over these matters, but seemingly no one anticipated Covington’s resignation. Nor is it clear that the superintendent’s differences with West were the cause.

If Covington is going to “explore other opportunities,” there are many of them out there.

The Kansas City district could hardly be in a more difficult position if it has to join in the scramble for a new superintendent, said Michael Casserly, executive director of the Council of the Great City Schools.

Currently 15 school districts in the council’s membership of 65 big-city districts are in the market for a superintendent, he said.

“This couldn’t have happened at a worse time,” he said in an email to The Star. “…The competition is fierce.”

For now, the board has not accepted Covington’s resignation — though that wouldn’t stop him from departing. West emerged from Thursday’s special board meeting with a written statement saying that the board “did not ask for Dr. John Covington’s resignation, nor do we want Dr. Covington to resign. … Over the next several days we plan to engage in discussions with Dr. Covington to explore whether there is another path forward.”

est affirmed the board’s commitment to the students and the community, announcing that the board would meet again Wednesday.

He and the board members standing with him took no questions.

What next?

For Kansas City’s business, labor and political leaders, Thursday was spent scrambling to agree on what to do next.

Some community leaders said the area should accept the departure, try to keep Covington’s administrative team intact and begin the search for a replacement.

Others said public and private officials should spend the next 28 days trying to lure him back.

Kansas City Mayor Sly James said he spoke with Covington and West, but could not help them reach an agreement that would keep Covington in Kansas City, at least for now.

The chairman of the influential Civic Council of Greater Kansas City, Mark Jorgenson, said the area’s short-term goal should be keeping Covington’s administrative team in place.

But he did not suggest any public campaign to keep Covington as superintendent.

“We need to examine the factors that led to Dr. Covington’s resignation, so at least going forward we can avoid such an adverse situation in the future,” Jorgenson said.

The debate over how best to proceed may reflect some ambivalence in the business and political community over Covington’s tenure.

He got high marks Thursday for making the difficult recommendation to radically downsize the school district, a step most agreed was long overdue. And politicians and business leaders said they were pleased that school opened this year with few obvious problems.

But Covington’s abrupt resignation has frustrated some officials. 

“I think there was hope that this time we would get a superintendent who would stay for a very long period of time and right the ship,” said Pat Dujakovich, president of the Greater Kansas City AFL-CIO. “He made some changes that cost some jobs, and we supported him, but now we’re right back where we were.”

Even some parents of school-aged children were critical of Covington’s tenure.

“Covington is finally showing the true colors many of us parents knew he had,” said Christi Clemons Hoffman, who said problems prompted her to remove her child from a Kansas City school before the start of the school year. “The office … does not seem open to suggestions. Families are not playing games. We are tired of the politics and the posturing.”

Covington did not respond to questions Thursday.

But others said his departure could reinforce the image of a district in chaos, and that quiet negotiations should continue before Covington’s scheduled departure date Sept. 23.

“We ought to make sure that we calm down,” James said. “We should recognize the attitudes we display when something like this happens will be translated to the entire city.” 

While those talks are under way, though, discussions about a state takeover of the district are expected to escalate.

Missouri Sen. David Pearce, a Warrensburg Republican who chairs the Senate Education Committee, said informal discussions of a takeover are likely when the legislature convenes for a special session next month.

“We have done that (a takeover) in St. Louis,” he said. “Right now you have to explore every opportunity. It certainly does not give us a lot of confidence, when you see something like this happen.”

Governor calls for higher education funding fix

Missouri News Horizon August 26, 2011 | Filed under: Featured | Posted by: Tim Sampson

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. — After lawmakers voted to cut 7 percent from the state higher education budget last year, Gov. Jay Nixon called on top higher education administrators from across the state to collaborate on a complete overhaul of how public institutions are financed in Missouri.

Speaking at a higher education summit on Thursday, Nixon said administrators need to collaborate on drafting recommendations for a public funding formula based on performance achievements — rather than past allotments and enrollments.

“This will move us away from a system of spending money based solely on what an institution has received in the past, to a system where we invest money in those institutions that are meeting their goals and whose students are reaching their potential,” Nixon said.

The governor plans on appointing a special panel of education experts to examine the issue, then present recommendations to the state legislature by the end of the year. Nixon said his goal is to make state higher education funding less “crisis-driven” and make it more predictable year-to-year.

Nixon noted the challenges that Missouri schools have faced in recent years. The current year’s budget reduces higher education spending by 7 percent. Tuition also rose after a two-year state mandate freeze. Institutions have already eliminated 118 low-enrollment degree programs, but the governor said a more substantive change was needed to give reliability to the funding formula.

“The current funding model is simply unsustainable,” he said. “It only works now because it is being kept afloat by a sea of debt. As we’ve seen, that didn’t work so well on Wall Street… it didn’t work in the housing market… and it won’t work for higher education.”

However, the governor cautioned against plans that would dramatically increase the financial burden to students. According to the Federal Reserve, student loan debt now exceeds credit card debt in the United States.

The governor laid out his expectations for a funding formula reboot, saying it should establish a few clear, measurable goals to be applied to all two-year and four-year schools, and one goal that would be particular to each individual institution. He said future funding increases should be based on success in obtaining these goals, and that all new performance measurement should be in place for a baseline year of 2013.

Nixon stressed that one of the goals should be degree completion, noting the high level of Missourians who never finish college after starting.

“You got 750,000 people in the state of Missouri with college credit, without college degrees,” he said. “If you can get those people degrees, you’re going to strengthen the economy dramatically, both for those individuals, as well as for our state.”
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Mo. colleges plan move to performance funding 

ALAN SCHER ZAGIER 

Associated Press
Southeast Missourian

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Missouri colleges seeking more state money could soon have to show that the extra dough will help improve graduation rates, keep down costs and enable the schools to be more accountable to taxpayers.

Nearly 200 college and university presidents, provosts, governing board members, state lawmakers and other higher education leaders heard preliminary details Thursday about the move to "performance funding" at an annual higher education summit convened by Gov. Jay Nixon.

The solution isn't a new idea. Missouri was once considered a national model for its efforts to link funding of public colleges to such measurable accomplishments as graduation rates, course completion and research results. But the state abandoned that approach a decade ago amid an economic slide from which state higher education funding has yet to recover.

The approach has been embraced, however, by several states in recent years including Tennessee, Ohio, Pennsylvania and Louisiana.

"This will move us away from a system of spending money based solely on what an institution has received in the past, to a system where we invest money in those institutions that are meeting their goals and whose students are reaching their potential," Nixon said.

A task force of campus leaders from two-year and four-year schools will help develop the specific performance measures, with a report expected by year's end. Nixon said he hopes to have the plan in place for fiscal year 2013, which begins in 11 months.

As an example of how the funding model would work, Nixon said that if state appropriations for higher education increase by 5 percent, but a school only meets 60 percent of its goals, that institution would only receive a 3 percent boost.

Nixon said there will be a "small number of clear statewide goals," as well as one performance measure specific to each school.

Campus leaders reacted favorably to the announcement, which Nixon hinted at a year ago at his first higher education summit.

Tom George, chancellor of the University of Missouri-St. Louis, said the approach is consistent with how his school and the other three Missouri system campuses already operate. He acknowledged, though, that the process allows for greater transparency and public accountability - and could also mollify lawmakers who question the state's commitment to public higher education.

"We're all aboard to look into this. We do it internally already," he said. "Within the University of Missouri system, we have about 80 goals we commonly share. And each institution has their own that mesh with those."

Before Nixon's late afternoon announcement, George and his colleagues heard from a pair of national education consultants who described other states' experiences with performance funding.

Jane Wellman, executive director of the Delta Project on Postsecondary Costs, Productivity and Accountability, warned the audience that the model - also known as performance-based budgeting - has risen and dropped in popularity among policymakers through the years.

"I've seen these systems come and go," she said. "I've seen legislators and governors use them to try to assert too much control in academic decisions."

"There is reason to be skeptical," she added. "But in this budget environment, we have to take it seriously."

A 2002 Chronicle of Higher Education examination of Missouri's previous program, known as "Funding for Results," concluded that the eight-year effort "made only marginal improvements, or even lost ground" in many areas.

Further, the Chronicle found that "where public colleges have made progress, it is difficult to say with certainty that the existence of performance incentives brought about the improvements."

Nixon's predecessor, Republican Matt Blunt, sought support for performance-based funding in 2007, though the effort failed to gain much steam in the Capitol.
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Missouri curators interview presidential hopefuls
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ST. LOUIS (AP) -- University of Missouri curators are continuing to meet in private with prospective presidents of the four-campus system, this time at a St. Louis airport hotel.

The 10 curators scheduled confidential interviews with an unknown number of candidates Thursday and Friday morning at the airport Marriott. Those sessions come after a similar round of interviews last week at a downtown Kansas City hotel.

The board is seeking a replacement for Gary Forsee, the former Sprint Nextel CEO who resigned in January after nearly three years as president to care for his ill wife. The system's acting president, general counsel Steve Owens, has said he is not interested in the permanent job.
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Deadline approaching for Mo. nonprofit groups
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Nonprofit organizations in Missouri are facing a deadline to file registration reports with the secretary of state's office.

Organizations that miss the Aug. 31 deadline are charged a $5 late fee. Nonprofits that fail to file reports by the end of November are administratively dissolved.

Nonprofit organizations that were incorporated in an odd-numbered year this year can choose to file a registration report that is good for the next two years. Organizations that were created in even-numbered years will have the same option next year.

New head of Missouri Foundation for Health understands the role of helping others

By David Baugher, special to the Beacon     

Posted 4:30 pm Thu., 8.25.11  

The future of health care is hard to see, but Robert Hughes knows it's evolving.

"I think there is more of a receptivity to change but not in the sense of knowing how things are actually going to unfold; so it's a very interesting time right now," he said.

Whatever those changes may be, Hughes will get a front-row seat to their effect on the region. The visiting research professor at Rutgers University and 20-year-veteran of the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation was named Thursday morning as the next president and CEO of the Missouri Foundation for Health.

The 62-year-old succeeds Dr. James R. Kimmey who has led the non-profit since its creation a decade ago.

In an interview with the Beacon, Hughes said health care is in a time of transition nationally with the advent of the Affordable Care Act, the recent health care reform bill passed by a divided Congress and now implemented amid stormy court battles.

"It wasn't what I wanted in an ideal world but, certainly through the lens of the potential to do a lot of good, another 32 million people will have health insurance so the financial barriers for getting care to those folks will be reduced," he said. "There are also a number of other elements to the reform that I think were good."

Hughes said the picture gets murkier if the courts rule that the act's central provision, the requirement to buy health insurance, is unconstitutional. In the meantime, the outcome of the litigation wending its way to the Supreme Court remains a mystery.

"I'm no legal expert so I don't know," he said. "I do know that if the individual mandate is repealed, that may have an effect on some of the rest of the legislation because the logic of the legislation really depends on having everyone in the insurance pool."

Much like health care reform, Hughes said his own priorities as head of the foundation were still in formation.

"In some ways I think I need to understand Missouri a little bit better before I make those decisions because the work of the foundation really needs to take into account the communities here," he said. "Communities vary a lot and even the culture from one place to another can differ so what might be effective in one place might not work so well in another."

Hughes is no stranger to the Midwest, however. Born in Lincoln, Ill., he grew up in towns ranging from Kankakee to Peoria.

"I have to say I liked the Cubs back then," he admits with a laugh.

In a sense, Hughes said his passion for health care finds its roots early in his life.

"It stems more probably from my upbringing," he said. "I actually believed the stuff about equal opportunity and everyone having a fair chance. To me, that includes not only education but having a healthy start, too."

For him, it's a fundamental issue.

"It's just basic values," he said. "A society should have more equity in the provision of health services and the ability to get the care that people need. Unfortunately, that's not true right now. There is a lot of inequity in society."

But he makes it clear that the agency he heads isn't a base for advocacy but rather a non-profit designed to help others. He feels his experience with the larger Robert Wood Johnson organization will help him to take on his duties here.

"The foundation has a clear purpose, identify and fill gaps in service for the underserved and do that as effectively and efficiently as it can," he said. "To the extent that there are opportunities to advocate for things that promote that, that's a reasonable thing. We're not lobbyists so we don't advocate in a political sense."

In the end, Hughes said health care will need to roll with the punches to some extent. The big battle continues to be over how best to control the price tag for care, which has skyrocketed over time.

"I think it's very confused," he said. "Over the last two years, I'd say that one of the things that's happened is that the structure has loosened up and people throughout the health care system are thinking about the possibilities because the overriding concern of the inexorable rise of health care costs really is driving the public policy decisions and that is rippling down."

"People are beginning to see that things really have to change," he said.

Formed originally from the conversion of Blue Cross-Blue Shield of Missouri to a for-profit entity, the foundation is the biggest non-governmental funder of community health activities in the state issuing about $50 million in grants each year across 84 counties.

Hughes comes to the organization after an academic career that included stints at Arizona State University and the University of California-San Francisco. A philosophy and religion undergraduate from DePauw University, he did his masters work at Ohio State before earning a Ph.D. in behavioral health from Johns Hopkins University.

K. Beth Johnson, chair of the foundation's board, told attendees at a mid-morning press conference that she believes Hughes' experience in the health care field and in grant making will move the organization forward into a prosperous future.

"His peers call him an innovative thinker and expect him to challenge everyone around him to raise their passion for the mission," she said. "We look forward to that challenge."

Hughes, who is married and has three grown children, officially assumes his new position Nov. 1.

State approves plan for Cape's new wastewater treatment plant

Friday, August 26, 2011

By Scott Moyers ~ Southeast Missourian
It didn't happen as quickly as Cape Girardeau officials would have liked, but the Missouri Department of Natural Resources has approved a facilities plan for a new $66 million wastewater treatment plant expected to break ground next year. 

Over about a year, the department reviewed design factors, possible alternatives and the effect the project is expected to have on the those who live nearby, land use and the overall environment. 

The 11-page report concludes that the new treatment plant, which was approved by city voters in April, and its effect on the environment should be negligible and that the project is worthwhile. 

"The new treatment plant should provide a reliable wastewater treatment and collection system to serve and protect water quality and public health," said the report that is signed by David Uhlig, the department's project review engineer. 

The actual finding is for "nonsignificant impact," said department spokeswoman Renee Bungart, a document the department issues in accordance with its wastewater projects seeking low-interest state loans. 

"The main purpose of the document is to show that local environmental issue related to the proposed project has been looked into and that the project in question will not impact, or have a negative impact, on a local environment," she said. 

The city has been approved for loans in the amount of $31 million the first year and for $39 million the next, meaning the entire estimated cost of constructing the plant is being covered by the loans but only some of the upgrades will be paid for depending on how low the construction bids come in, said city Public Works director Tim Gramling. 

Anything over the $70 million in loans will be covered by the bonds Cape Girardeau voters approved, though city leaders expect bids to come in lower than originally anticipated. 

The city intends to build the new facility by 2014 to come into compliance with state regulations. The city plans to use a combination of lower interest bonds and a sales tax to pay for the plant and $6 million in other infrastructure upgrades and financing costs. 

The state's finding is the "final environment step," Gramling said, that has been in the works for more than a year. 

"It's significant in the fact that it's a completion of a very long and drawn-out process," Gramling said. "I was a little bit disappointed in the amount of time it took DNR to approve our facilities plan. I don't think it should have taken that long. But I suppose they have challenges in their office, too, and a lot of other projects." 

But the length of DNR's approval did not delay the city, Gramling said, as it was able to continue with the design process. 

"To this point, we don't anticipate any delays in the time frame," Gramling said. "We're still on target." 

Also on target are plans to upgrade commercial recycling at the city's transfer station, Gramling said. The existing wastewater treatment plant has allowed untreated sewage to bypass the plant and go directly into the Mississippi River, which is why the state required a new plant be built. The city paid a civil penalty of $15,000 up front and agreed to upgrade some other public works facility to avoid larger fines. 

The city has built a $111,000 commercial recycling component to its transfer station to avoid further penalties, but it is waiting on a piece of equipment. Gramling said he expects a temporary commercial recycling system to be in place within the next four to six weeks. 

"We're sort of in a study phase," he said. "The overall goal is to add commercial recycling." 

The city entered into a contract with a private company to provide a high-production bailer that has 10 times the capacity of the current bailer. City officials are still working out whether to build a multiuse facility to combine the transfer station where trash is hauled now and recycling into one facility. 

"We're still looking to see if we can get some efficiencies there," Gramling said. "Or if we're just going to upgrade our existing recycling facilities." 

Gramling hopes to take something to the Cape Girardeau City Council about that by the end of the year, he said. 

The next step for the wastewater treatment plant is to submit an application to DNR for a construction permit. That will likely happen in November or December, he said. He said construction is still expected to start in the spring and is slated for completion next year. 

As for utility rates being dropped, Gramling said, the city won't know until construction bids come back in. If the project comes in under their estimates, the rates could drop, he said. 

MISSOURINET
Lieutenant Governor discusses Joplin seniors’ struggles
by Mike Lear on August 26, 2011

As the state’s senior advocate by statute, the Lieutenant Governor has delivered a report to the Senate Interim Committee on Natural Disaster Recovery on how Joplin’s seniors were impacted by the May 22 tornado. 

Peter Kinder says more than a third of the 160 killed by the Joplin tornado were 65 or older.  Other seniors were effected in various ways, such as those who lost vital items in the storm like medications, dentures and eyeglasses.  He says Medicaid will pay for one set of dentures and one pair of eyeglasses. 

Others had a difficult time with Medicaid transfers when they moved from damaged nursing homes to other living arrangements.

Kinder adds some seniors lost key support people in the tornado such as caregivers, spouses or children.  Doctors’ offices, pharmacies, grocery stores and other businesses that were formerly relied on had been destroyed or closed.

Kinder notes that about three months after the tornado the Joplin Senior Center has reopened.  This gives those residents a place to go for a nutritious meal five days a week, social interaction and professional observation that might catch signs of physical, emotional or financial needs.

The Committee was told that when home-delivered meals resumed in Joplin recently, 110 were served on the first day.  He wants Governor Jay Nixon to release more of the money for those meals that has been withheld.  Kinder says about half of it was released early this month, but the program is still short about 475 thousand dollars.

Kinder called on the Committee to keep in mind the needs of seniors when assessing the state’s response to disasters.

University Extension protecting core programs. (AUDIO)

by Bob Priddy on August 26, 2011

in Agriculture,Business,Education,Environment & Conservation
The University of Missouri’s 97-year old outreach program is trying to avoid significant cuts in services as its budget continues to erode. University Extension has taken a thirteen percent budget cut in the last two years, putting a strain on its programs.  It has shifted some things to other parts of the University.  It is saving $800,000 by ending partnerships with nine rural Telecommunication Community Resource Centers.

Director Michael Ouart says these things are being done to protect traditional areas–agriculture and natural resources programs, 4-H youth development, business development, community development, and human and environmental sciences. He says those are the programs people need and the ones they ask for.

He calls budget discussions in Washington “scary,” and hopes a 16 percent cut in federal funding proposed by the House doesn’t make it through the Senate,. Ouart says this is the first time in his career that all three sources of funding for extension programs have declined.

 
Listen to interview with Dr. Michael Ouart 9:43 mp3
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Nixon, state officials working to cut inmate population, reduce cost of running Missouri prisons

by Jessica Machetta on August 25, 2011

in Crime & Courts,Legislature,Politics & Government

The goal is to cut recidivism rates, increase public safety and at the same time, cut costs in Missouri prisons. Legislators and state officials are working with prison analysts to find out how.

The Missouri Working Group on Sentencing and Corrections is leading an aggressive process to submit comprehensive legislation by January to reform Missouri’s prison system. Representative Chris Kelly of Columbia is a former judge and co-chair of the group.

 Kelly says it’s not about being soft on crime, but it is about ending the cycle for repeat offenders through drug courts and couseling. He says cutting costs and inmate populations are also a goal. Another aspect is building a better relationship between counties and the state. There is currently a broad divide on sentencing from county to county, Kelly says, especially when comparing rural to urban areas.

He says some violent criminals need to stay … some forever. But he says for some, such as non-violent repeat drug offenders, there’s a better way. Kelly support Supreme Court Judge Ray Price who points to the success of Missouri’s drug courts, which helps offenders repeat the cycle of abuse and incarceration. Drug offenders comprise the largest portion of the state’s inmate population. And as that population continues to climb, so do the costs of running the state’s correctional facilities — about $600 million per year.

The group is working with an independent crime analysis company And the PEW Charitable Trusts, which have worked with several other states in looking at trends and data to make recommendations for policy change.

Senate and House leaders are joined by Supreme Court Judge Ray Price, Corrections Director George Lombardi, Governor Nixon and Attorney General Chris Koster in figuring out how to reform the system. They hope to push an aggressive timeline on the study in order to introduce legislation by January 2012.

“The goals of this effort are improved government efficiency and effectiveness,” House Speaker Steven Tilley says. “Fortunately, there are evidence-based practices and policies that have been shown to reduce recidivism at a lower cost to taxpayers. We must learn from other states and adopt those policies that achieve more public safety with fewer public resources. To do anything less is either wasteful, harmful or both.” 

New leader for health foundation (AUDIO)

by Bob Priddy on August 26, 2011

in Health & Medicine,Miscellaneous
Missouri’s largest health foundation has hired a new President and CEO who thinks the foundation will have to deal with a rapidly changing field in the next decade. The new head of the Missouri Foundation for Health is Dr Robert Hughes who has been with the Center for State Health Policy at Rutgers University.

Hughes expects healthcare to undergo significant change in the next five to ten years because of the Affordable Care Act and all of its consequences. He also says there will be opportunities for state and local agencies to take advantage of federal support from that act—-and the foundation has some programs to leverage those funds.

He takes over for Dr. James Kimmey, the founding president of the foundation when it was formed in 2001. The Missouri Foundation for Health was formed to hold the assets of Blue Cross and Blue Shield of Eastern Missouri when they switched from non-profit to for-profit status. It serves 87 counties and the city of St. Louis.

 
Listen to teleconference with Kimmey & Hughes 19:19 mp3
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Where’s the governor for this announcement?

 by Bob Priddy Governor Nixon does love to go throughout the state spreading good news, doesn’t he? Just loves to get out there to announce this or that company is adding a few jobs in the next five or ten years. Efforts by some lawmakers to cut the travel budget don’t appear to be working and accusations are being made that Nixon is putting some of his staff on other agency payrolls so he can free up money in his own budget.

Here is where you probably will NOT see the governor:

■at the Dillard’s department store merchandising division office in St. Louis. It’s closing. Sixty-five people might lose their jobs.

■At the Suburban Journals offices in St. Louis where Lee Enterprises is firing 20 staffers and eliminating some of the print editions of the newspapers. Lee owns the St. Louis Post-Dispatch, which publishes the newspapers for suburban communities.

■At a Payless Shoe Store near you. Payless is owned by Collective Brands in Topeka, Kansas. The company says it is closing 475 of its lower-performing stores. Indications are the company is looking for a buyer after losing $35 million in the second quarter. The closings represent about ten percent of the Payless stores in the company’s operations. We’re waiting to see a list of the stores that will be closed.

Well, with the legislature trying to control his travel expenses, the Governor does have to be selective in where he goes to make announcements. As songwriter Johnny Mercer put it:

You’ve got to accentuate the positive

Eliminate the negative

And latch on to the affirmative

Don’t mess with Mister In-Between

You’ve got to spread joy up to the maximum

Bring gloom down to the minimum

Have faith or pandemonium’s

Liable to walk upon the scene.

That seems to be part of the Traveling Jay Philosophy. It’s important to make people feel good, to feel positive, about an economic turnaround. And who in Missouri can shine the spotlight on the positive more than a governor? So he’ll go wherever somebody is hiring, it seems, to accentuate (a word only a songwriter would use in a sentence, we suspect) the positive.

Icet's new role with Ed Martin leads to one less chairmanship

BY JAKE WAGMAN STLtoday.com | Posted: Thursday, August 25, 2011 10:37 am 

ST. LOUIS • Allen Icet may have picked up one chairman's title too many.

The Wildwood Republican and former state representative was named chairman last week of Ed Martin's campaign for Congress.

Icet's credentials as a fiscal conservative include leading the House Budget Committee when he was in Jefferson City and chairing the Missouri Club for Growth, the state chapter of a national pro-business advocacy group.

But, after joining up with Martin, Icet's days at the helm of the Club for Growth came to an abrupt end.

A day after joining the campaign, the Club for Growth announced that Icet had left the organization.

"Icet resigned his position with the Missouri Club for Growth as the state-based advocacy organization focuses solely on state and local races and does not get involved in federal campaigns," the group said in a statement.

Members may also have been wary of taking sides in what will be a hard-fought primary. Martin — who was once executive director of the Club for Growth — is fighting for the GOP nomination with former ambassador Ann Wagner, whose donor lists includes many members of the local corporate community.

Icet will be replaced as chairman at the Club for Growth by Rob Monsees, who worked with Martin in former Gov. Matt Blunt's office.

Martin's spokesman, Rush James, insisted that Icet was not forced out of the Club for Growth. "Allen chose to resign," James said.

"The good news for us," James said, "is that we're going to be able to spend more time with him."

 Leaders looking for speedy Mo. special session

BY VIRGINIA YOUNG • STLtoday.com | Posted: Thursday, August 25, 2011 3:21 pm | 1 Comment 

JEFFERSON CITY • If legislative leaders have their way, the Missouri General Assembly will zip through its agenda next month during the special session revamping jobs incentives.

Schedules sent to House members anticipate that the Senate will pass the complex economic development legislation -- including a $360 million subsidy for a China trade hub -- just four days after the session convenes on Sept. 6.

"Based upon our discussions and agreements reached with Senate leadership, we have been told to expect to receive the Senate's Tax Credit Reform/Economic Development/Job Creation bill" by Friday, Sept. 9,  wrote House Majority Floor Leader Tim Jones, R-Eureka.

By then, the House would have passed the session's other agenda items: local control of the St. Louis Police Department, the presidential primary date and tax amnesty.

The House would send those to the Senate and begin work on the jobs bill.

Ideally, said Senate Majority Leader Tom Dempsey, R-St. Charles, the House-Senate negotiations on all four bills could be finished and the session concluded in as little as seven working days.

"I'm hoping we can get it done by veto session," the annual session that by law must be held at noon on Sept. 14, Dempsey said.

That seems ambitious, given that one senator can tie the chamber in knots by talking endlessly.

Sen. Jason Crowell,  R-Cape Girardeau, has written a three-part series this summer, blasting the tax credit legislation as the product of negotiations held in smoke-filled rooms, designed to benefit "fat cat campaign donors."

Dempsey wasn't worried about Crowell throwing a wrench in the schedule.

"This is an amendable bill," Dempsey said. "I'm sure Senator Crowell will have amendments."

Republicans control the Senate 26-8, and Dempsey said the Republican Caucus would "very much like t has significant tax credit reform across the board, and some new incentives to compete and help Missouri expand."

One reason the floor leaders are striving for an expeditious session: The state must pay for mileage and daily expense allowances of $98.40 per legislator during the special session.

To keep costs down, Jones told House members they needn't come to the Capitol on Sept. 6 or 7. The House will use those days for procedural moves, such as introducing bills and referring them to committees.

House committee hearings on the local control, election law and tax amnesty bills will be held on Sept. 8. The full House will convene on Sept. 9 to vote on those bills.

The Senate committee hearing on the economic development bill will be held on Sept. 7 and floor debate could begin later that day, Dempsey said. 

Jones for AG?
by dave | Thu, 08/25/2011 - 9:19am Arch City Chronicle
Rep. Caleb Jones for Attorney General? Seems a little early for the young lawmaker to jump to the state-wide stage, but his name is being floated.

Here’s the case for Caleb:

First, no Republicans have stepped up to challenge incumbent Chris Koster. So he’d have a clear primary.

Second, he could have access to some business money which would like to derail the former trial attorney before he runs for governor in four or eight years.

Third, this may be as good an environment as Republicans will get for a while. 

The downside: The reason Koster is without an opponent is because he’s demi-god of fundraising and has conscientiously stayed in the political middle. That makes him a devil of an opponent to beat in any environment.

Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder

Gary Rust

Friday, August 26, 2011

I served six years in the Missouri Legislature as a state representative and now over 40 years in the newspaper business. I've had experiences on the Governor's Reform Committee of over 30 members just seven years ago. I know how hard it is to get some in the media to report on the content of bills and recommendations. After months of meetings and honest discussion of a strong committee there was little coverage of our recommendation (as we witnessed recently of the special federal committee on the budget). 

I've known Peter Kinder for years as a personal friend, former business associate and supporter of his government service career. I went to the same church and sang in the choir with him and his mother. Recently Peter has been castigated to the extreme by some in the media (like a rag doll a dog won't let go). 

In recently talking with Peter about his time line in the political arena, I realized that I really didn't know a lot of the details. This is my effort to give substance, facts and background to Kinder's many years of public service. 

Days after earning his law degree and passing the Missouri Bar exam in February, 1980, he plunged into managing the old 10th District congressional campaign. Republicans hadn't won a congressional race there since 1928, but that campaign upended a six-term incumbent, electing Bill Emerson. Next he spent 15 months in Emerson's D.C. office, then managed his tough 1982 re-election campaign. 

In early 1983 Kinder joined the legal staff of Drury Industries Inc., where he remained four years, traveling and doing real estate law and development work. I told Peter he ought to pay them for the experience he would and did gain. 

After four years with the Drurys, in 1987 Kinder made a career change into newspaper publishing with the Southeast Missourian in Cape Girardeau. For 17 years he wrote columns and some editorials until becoming a full-time lieutenant governor in 2005. 

Peter first ran for State Senate in 1992. His opponent: a good friend of mine, Betty Hearnes, a former first lady and distinguished leader who had been her party's gubernatorial nominee four years earlier. A spirited but clean campaign ensued, and Kinder came from behind to win on an otherwise grim election night for the Missouri GOP. This made Kinder the first Republican to represent any Bootheel counties in the Missouri Senate. 

In 1993 he took his seat in what seemed a perpetual Republican minority. The Democrats controlled the governor's mansion and a big House majority. January 2001 saw the Republicans win an 18-16 majority. He was elected the first Republican Senate president pro tem in 53 years and served 12 years as a state senator (pre-term limits). 

Along with other senators (Republicans and Democrats) they reorganized the Senate -- cut costs, sold unused assets, laid off ghost employees and brought fiscal responsibility to the state budget at a time when this wasn't always popular. Subsequent elections yielded GOP gains in both '02 and '04. When he departed the Senate to serve as lieutenant governor, Republicans had added a House majority and built the then-largest GOP Senate majority in state history. 

In his seven years as lieutenant governor, Kinder has been involved with many issues that if I listed them would read like a campaign brochure. 

Elections matter. I don't know if Peter Kinder will run for governor or not, but I think he will. A perfect person or candidate? There is no such person alive today. 

What I do know is that the fans of a major-league baseball team would not support the benching of a star player who has hit over .300 for many years because of some minor personal issues of his past. 

I hope all of you recognize that 19 years in elective office at salaries below his earning capabilities deserve your consideration and evaluation on his leadership qualities if Peter Kinder decides to run for governor. 

I thank you for reading. I've struggled with how to condense my feelings and information sharing of my many years of experience with Kinder into a short column. 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

The Man in the Arena 

It is not the critic who counts, not the man who points out how the strong man stumbled, or where the doer of deeds could have done better. The credit belongs to the man who is actually in the arena, whose face is marred by the dust and sweat and blood; who strives valiantly; who errs and comes short again and again; who knows the great enthusiasms, the great devotions and spends himself in a worthy cause; who at the best, knows in the end the triumph of high achievement, and who, at worst, if he fails, at least fails while daring greatly; so that his place shall never be with those cold and timid souls who know neither victory nor defeat. 

-- From a speech by Theodore Roosevelt 

Gary Rust is the chairman of Rust Communications. 
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Editorial: The king and the court jester do battle over Missouri budget 

By the Editorial Board STLtoday.com | Posted: Friday, August 26, 2011 12:00 am 

Missouri House budget chairman Ryan Silvey has come up with a new nickname for Gov. Jay Nixon.

King Jay.

Mr. Silvey, a Republican from Kansas City, placed the mocking crown on the Democratic governor's head this week after it was revealed that, once again, Mr. Nixon is playing a shell game with his state budget.

After Mr. Nixon was roundly criticized earlier this year for overspending on his staff and travel budgets while charging the excess costs to other departments, the Legislature petulantly threatened to limit the salaries of his top executives. It even eliminated money for the governor's chef.

Mr. Nixon then defiantly shook his fist at the Legislature and hired former Missouri State University president Mike Nietzel as a $100,000-a-year senior adviser. He paid for the new job by moving three staffers into another department.

It was an imperial move that shows the arrogance with which Mr. Nixon wields his power. Indeed, the crown fits. But if Mr. Nixon is the king, then Mr. Silvey is the court jester.

Firing the chef, who, by the way, cooked for plenty of Republican leaders who dine at the governor's mansion, was a silly stunt. So was trying to limit the pay of senior executives who manage a $23 billion state budget.

Take Mr. Nietzel, for example, one of the few people outside of Mr. Nixon's law school class with whom the governor has entrusted authority. If Mr. Nixon would develop the gumption to make higher education funding the priority it should be, Mr. Nietzel could serve an important role. As MSU president, he helped forge agreements that could serve as a statewide model for better cooperation and consolidation within the state's inefficient university system. He's actually costing state taxpayers less than what he earned as a tenured professor at MSU.

Mr. Nixon should invite Mr. Silvey to the mansion for a meal, and they should agree to a treaty — a royal decree, if you will — that they will end their partisan sniping and manage the state's money together for the common good.

And if there's no longer a chef to bake their bread, let them eat cake.

Simplify school reports to parents
You can track your schools' efforts, but it could be made easier.

11:00 PM, Aug. 25, 2011  |  Springfield News-Leader
The recent reports on our schools would appear to be giving you conflicting statements on the state of our public schools.

The Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) results are the state test score results used to satisfy the federal No Child Left Behind law and weren't very good. Let's call these the Bad Ones (AYP).

The Bad Ones (AYP) show Springfield with only 12 of 51 schools meeting the higher state benchmarks in 2011. These are the standards that are progressively increasing through 2014 with a goal 100 percent effectiveness.

The Annual Performance Report (APR) preliminary results are markedly better. Let's call these the Good Ones (APR).

The Good Ones (APR) show Springfield met all 14 benchmarks set by the state. It was one of 256 of the 447 K-12 districts to get the perfect score. In fact, all eight districts in Greene County achieved the highest score.

Probably one of the most important points for parents to remember is that the Good Ones (APR) are a mix of the test scores plus other important factors like attendance and graduation rate. And, these are the numbers used in determining a district's state accreditation.

The state results for the Good Ones (APR) were really good. Raising the question of, how can that be in contrast to the Bad Ones (AYP) scores?

It may be that the Good Ones (APR) standards need to be raised. We would urge that higher standards be among the goals of the "10 by 20" plan being pushed by the Missouri Department of Elementary and Secondary Education (MDESE). Its overall goal is to improve student achievement to the top 10 nationally by 2020.

So now and in the future, parents are going to need to watch these various scores carefully. You can find a wealth of information on the MDESE website. Here's how:

» Go to dese.mo.gov. and then, on the right of the website, go to the MCDS Portal (Missouri Comprehensive Data System).

» There's an icon for "Accountability," pick that. Then go to "Accountability Reports."

» You now have several AYP and APR reports from which to select. You can see the recent results, as well as, numbers giving the trends for the last five years.

Some of the same data is available on the Springfield district's website (springfieldpublicschoolsmo.org).

As well as simplifying finding the information, we'd also like to see the state and local districts develop a simpler method to summarize this data for parents. Perhaps the standard "Pass/Fail" or "A-B-C-D-F" grading system could be used. Parents need to know how well schools are doing -- and "A plus" or "C minus" they understand.
Emerson leads bipartisan effort

Friday, August 26, 2011

seMissourian.com

This summer has been difficult for Missourians and for people around the world. Severe weather has plagued America's heartland; the U.S. economy continues to be a struggle; and partisan politics is pulling Washington, D.C., apart. However, half a world away, in the Horn of Africa, a more dire crisis has escalated. Somalia and parts of Ethiopia are facing a famine. Over the last three months, 29,000 children have died of starvation, and the situation will likely worsen before it improves. Experts estimate that the crisis will continue for at least another five months. 

Despite the intense focus on the deficit in Congress, Rep. Jo Ann Emerson has taken a step toward helping those in desperate need in the Horn of Africa. Last week, Emerson and Hunger Caucus co-chairman Rep. Jim McGovern, D-Mass., sent a letter to Secretary of State Hillary Clinton calling for U.S. leadership in the Horn of Africa. In the letter, Emerson and McGovern wrote that "providing life-saving assistance to avert mass starvation is fundamental to who we are as Americans it is not only the right thing to do -- it is in our national interest." The letter was signed by 14 members of the House representing both sides of the aisle. 

I applaud Emerson for her leadership on this issue and for her willingness to lead this bipartisan group of her colleagues on such an important matter. Her efforts prove that even in difficult times, Americans remain committed to our values of compassion and justice. 

ELLEN DILLON, Cape Girardeau 

Your View: Tea party genes? 

By Bob Noel

 Special to The Globe The Joplin Globe
LAMAR, Mo. — It appears that the people in U.S. congressional District 4 have a real winner in congresswoman Vicky Hartzler.

She is opposed to cutting any spending on the bloated defense budget. She voted no on the debt-ceiling bill, thereby willing to risk calamitous damage to the economy.

 I have contacted her on two occasions as to her position on farm subsidies. She has failed to respond. Being a farm person, presumably she does not want to hurt her own bottom line. There must be some tea party genes in her. I am continually amazed at how many of these folks are so eager to cut spending until it affects their pocketbook.

Bob Noel,
Lamar

.
Posted on Thu, Aug. 25, 2011 10:15 PM
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Covington’s resignation
Kansas City school superintendent John Covington was the candidate who refused to accept the position unless his approval was unanimous. As a result, he was given a royal fiat and ruled with a draconian wand. 

Barely a year into the job, and with very little consultation, 700 jobs were slashed and half the district’s schools were closed. 

He even slashed Debate Kansas City’s budget by 90 percent, while other programs received a mere 10 percent reduction. 

A single phone call before this blind cut would have revealed that more than 2,000 students had joined their school’s debate team and senior debaters had a graduation rate above 95 percent. 

This was the district’s most successful program. Following the budget cut, participation dropped 82% in a single year. 

Ironically, Debate Kansas City provided teachers 58 hours of free professional development each year, and the cost to replace those professional development hours exceeded the costs of the Debate Kansas City program. 

Clearly, it was never about the kids. Kansas City provided Covington the necessary publicity for the next promotion. But academics declined, so he inevitably had to jump ship to avoid accountability. 

Marcus Leach
Kansas City
Quake is Bush’s fault?
I’m sure the current administration will blame the Washington earthquake on the notorious “Bush Fault.”

Carol J. Hayes
Kansas City
Religion is missing in budget debate
Where are the voices of religious leaders in the debate over the national debt? 

Are there no guidelines in Christianity or other religions that would help shape the debate?

There are many basic moral issues involved in the discussion. For instance, if sacrifices are needed to reduce the debt, who should bear the brunt of these sacrifices — those who would suffer minimally or those who would suffer greatly?

But are there no religious or moral guidelines to cast light on these issues? Religious leaders seem very silent so far.

Leon H. Keens
Kansas City
Negative Plaza change
It has been nice. Our weekly quiet evenings when a cup of coffee and leisurely stroll visiting with merchants were satisfying to us both.

Now you have taken up with new friends. First there were a few solitary musicians, but now you have complete bands with amplification. Panhandlers moved beyond asking for assistance to demanding help.

Then came the screamers staked out on the corner with their posters and pamphlets accosting every person walking by. 

Finally, now you have a new set of young friends who are rude, loud and dangerous. Gunfire has soiled your peaceful environment and blood has been spilled on your streets.

Times change, and we all grow. I am so sorry to see you have grown in this direction. 

So long, Country Club Plaza. I will miss you.

Ron Grover
Bonner Springs
Chiefs’ stumbling start
Sure, it’s just preseason, but if the last two games the Chiefs have played in are an indication of things to come, then this is just another year when wishes and dreams will not come true. Like the Royals, the Chiefs are as good as the last points scored by their opponents.

Take the two preseason games played so far. The Chiefs’ high-powered offense has scored an amazing 13 points while their stifling defense has allowed “just” 53.

Then there’s Coach Todd Haley, who was upset at Baltimore’s coach for “running up the score.” The Chiefs were out-coached. 

If Haley is going to get upset every time he loses a game, then by the end of this year he’s going to need therapy and medication.

It’s bad enough the Chiefs haven’t won a Super Bowl since Apollo 10. Haley’s attitude will keep that streak alive.

Jack and Sheri Gossard
Paola
Hulshof better in Texas
Perhaps Mr. Kenny Hulshof should become a capital-offense prosecutor in Texas, where prosecutorial misconduct is the accepted (and expected) norm (8/21, A1, A question of justice”). 

Allen Maty
Smithville
Buffett can pay more
I read with dismay Warren Buffett’s Aug. 16 commentary, “Washington coddles the super-rich on taxes,” stating that income taxes for the top 2 percent of wage earners should be raised substantially. This is from a billionaire who has an army of lawyers, CPAs and financial experts whose jobs are to find, interpret and stretch every exemption, deduction and tax credit to its absolute extreme to pay the least tax possible.

What a hypocrite. Doesn’t Buffett know IRS code allows taxpayers to send in a check for any amount above and beyond what they owe? Mr. Buffett, convince your boards of directors and your super-rich friends to do likewise. 

He also neglects that studies have shown that the government wastes much of the money it receives through bloated bureaucracies, waste, fraud and inefficiencies.

Whenever taxes are increased on the top income people, who are mostly business owners, those increases are simply passed on to consumers in the middle class. For such a smart man, he knows not of which he speaks. 

Gary Larison
Overland Park
McClanahan column
It must be his visceral hatred of Democrats that makes E. Thomas McClanahan delusional (8/21, Opinion, “We’re better off when risk is richly rewarded”). He writes that billionaire investor Warren Buffett’s suggestion that “the tax system is no longer progressive” is wrong.

Buffett (a Democrat) stated he paid 17.4 percent of his taxable income, while employees in his office paid 33 percent to 41 percent. To prove Buffett wrong, McClanahan compares apples to oranges by comparing taxable income to a chart of average tax rates that includes income, payroll, corporate and excise taxes.

To prove that tax increases wipe out jobs, McClanahan bemoans those Democrats who badgered Papa Bush into accepting a luxury tax that caused some super-rich to cancel orders for luxury yachts, private jets and multimillion-dollar homes, resulting in worker layoffs in those industries. All George W. Bush had to show for his tax cuts was the loss of 8 million jobs (taking into account re-employment in the luxury yacht, private jet and multimillion-dollar homes industries).

Harold Oppenheim
Kansas City
Bishop’s leadership
It is interesting to note that a couple of recent letters asking Bishop Robert Finn to resign are from the Kansas side.

He is intelligent and holy. What better man, having the intimate knowledge of the Diocese of Kansas City-St. Joseph and learning from the problem of these past months, could there be to effectively solve this problem? 

Jerry Fournier
Kansas City
Boosting the economy
With the downgrade of U.S. bond ratings, some may continue to focus on tax relief for corporations and the upper class. This is exactly the opposite of what is needed.

In the most economically divided society since the Great Depression, wealth is pooling at the top and not circulating. In society — as in the human body — this leads to economic ischemia and circulatory shock. 

Adding to the wealth of those who already have most of the wealth while taking from already stressed middle and lower classes increases the problem. Per the Ryan Sweet quote in the Aug. 7 Star analysis, “Summer of our Discontent,” employers will start hiring when they “see more customers coming through the door.” That’s based on consumer demand, not lower taxes. 

To get the economy moving, more people must have access to money and resources to generate demand that — unlike tax cuts — will stimulate businesses to hire again. Moving some money from the top by taxing the wealthy and corporations and using taxes to put people to work rebuilding roads and bridges, hiring teachers, and so on is one way to shift the economy into healthy circulation again. 

Amrita Burdick
Kansas City
Praise for Lions Club
The Lions Club of Independence donated the labor and materials to build a wheelchair ramp for a family member. It is a nonprofit organization and relies on donations.

I thought it only helped supply glasses, but the Lions Club does so much more, and the public needs to be aware of all it has to offer.

I want to thank the people in the Lions Club for all of their help. We could not have done this without them. God bless.

Laura Sharp
Sugar Creek
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All state tax credits must be on budget
Some Missouri legislative leaders are promoting "economic development" and "job growth" by use of state tax credits implemented in a special session in September.

As a member of the Missouri House budget committee for at least five years, I struggled with the fact that we did not deal with any budget for "tax credits." Several Missouri tax credits, such as the historic preservation credit, were not dollar-limited.

This flawed thinking continues today. All state and federal spending should be decided by the elected representatives of the people. I was in error for not fighting against all off-budget state tax credits during my time in the Missouri House. There were a few people who were wise enough to vote against "off-budget" tax credits.

In most "tax credit" issues, the argument can be made for economic and social development with a specific tax credit project. That may well be, but let that decision be made in relationship to the full budget and by the entire legislative body — not by pressure from special interest groups and lobbyists. Follow the money. See who is contributing to whose campaign.

We are in a difficult economic period in our state and nation, and we must demand that our elected representatives eliminate any off-budget spending. There are a few legislators at the state and federal levels who have the courage to do this. As voters, we also must have the courage to support and vote for those people.

It's no longer about who brings home the project, but who will do the right thing for our entire state and nation. In Missouri this means putting all tax credits on budget.

Peter Myers • Sikeston, Mo.
Integrity — and nothing else
Regarding "City worker's OT: $184K" (Aug. 21): The words of Alan K. Simpson are most appropriate: "If you have integrity, nothing else matters. If you don't have integrity, nothing else matters."

D. Stiebel • St. Louis
State is wasting money on Medicaid contractor

Regarding "State is urged to dismiss SynCare" (Aug. 20): On May 19, SynCare took over the eligibility assessment process for all Missouri Medicaid recipients in need of in-home care and consumer-directed services. Despite the company's assurances that it was ready to initiate contracted services, it was apparent almost immediately that it was nowhere near ready. As of this week, SynCare's service delivery has not improved and, in many respects, is getting worse. In accordance with its contract, the company is supposed to return calls within two working hours. As of Aug. 19, the wait time for return calls is days or weeks. People are put on hold for hours. Information is not entered in the system in a timely manner. Sometimes, individual plans of care are dated days before the services are authorized by the system.

Service providers and advocates have been working with the state to solve these problems, to no avail. SynCare provides only excuses for its inability to meet the benchmarks specified in its contract with the state and continues to say it needs more time.

Consumers, advocates and providers all have witnessed the harm needlessly caused to individuals with disabilities and seniors because of SynCare's failures. Worse yet, Missouri taxpayers are paying the bill for the company's unacceptable service provision.

As a state, Missouri is basically broke when it comes to tax dollars. The state has major made cuts the last several years and probably will again.

Why is the state wasting tax dollars on an out-of-state company that can't fulfill the terms of its contract?

Craig Henning • Crystal City
Executive Director, Disability Resource Association
Taxing hospitals could cost jobs
The Illinois Hospital Association and the Illinois Chamber of Commerce are discouraged by the recent preliminary rulings by the state Department of Revenue denying the property tax exemption applications of three not-for-profit hospitals.

If these rulings are upheld, it will be a new tax burden for hospitals and result in unnecessary escalation of health care costs in Illinois. Taxing health care costs means the cost of insurance will go up, so the cost of employer-sponsored health insurance will rise, too. Hospitals are an important economic engine for Illinois, accounting for more than $75 billion a year and generating more than 425,000 direct and indirect jobs.

DOR's misguided rulings will stall hospital construction, affect hiring and threaten the viability of many institutions struggling to survive. Hospitals are among the top three largest employers in nearly half of the state's counties and are creating jobs in this difficult economy. In July, Illinois lost 24,900 jobs, more than any other state in the nation. Illinois cannot afford to tax some of the state's best employers.

Taxing not-for-profit hospitals is bad for patients, bad for the communities and bad for the Illinois economy. Not-for-profit hospitals are strong partners with the state and their communities. They deserve tax-exempt status and our full support.

We urge the Department of Revenue to withdraw its preliminary rulings for the three hospitals and refrain from issuing any further denials of hospitals' tax-exemptions. Hospitals and government officials can work out a reasonable and practical legislative solution.

Maryjane A. Wurth • Naperville, Ill.
President, Illinois Hospital Association
Doug Whitley • Chicago
President and Illinois Chamber of Commerce
Participation already mandated by law
Robert Gatter, in his commentary "Health insurance and the Commerce Clause" (Aug. 23), has the answer to the question over the "insurance mandate" in the health care reform bill passed by Congress and proposed by President Barack Obama. The commentary was very insightful.

Apparently, the legal "question" over the mandate is whether the law can force people to pay for health care when they have not requested or agreed to be a part of the health care system. They are not using health insurance. This includes the uninsured people who have not yet signed up for health insurance. The fact is that if any of the uninsured collapse on the street, has an automobile of bicycling accident or even dies a suspicious or violent death, he is mandated by existing law to use services of the current health care system — even though he won't have paid for anything. That person, by law, must be taken to the nearest emergency room. The emergency room, by law, may not refuse to see or treat the person. If a person dies an unexplained or violent death, he, by law, must have an autopsy. Again, that is part of our medical system.

Most of us who live in the United States are grateful that we do. We have wonderful services and opportunities here. Some people have become wealthy partly because they live here. We're on board the good ship USA, and we all have to pay our "fair share" for a ticket to ride on the ship. If we object, we should to move to a place with a free ticket — no taxes and no benefits — like Somalia.

Dr. John Samet • St. Louis
No useful purpose
This week, I heard a news bit that said a Washington tourist attraction had been damaged by Tuesday's earthquake ("Limited damage in Northeast quake," Aug. 24). I immediately thought it must be the Capitol — because that venue serves no other useful purpose for the people.

Thomas R. Etling • Chesterfield
