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Buyouts of Pinhook, Morehouse among topics at round-table discussion with Sen. Blunt

Friday, September 2, 2011

By Scott Moyers ~ Southeast Missourian

SIKESTON, Mo. -- The possible government buyouts of Pinhook and Morehouse, two Southeast Missouri communities devastated by spring flooding, were among the topics that U.S. Sen. Roy Blunt heard about Thursday afternoon during a round-table discussion on infrastructure damage from spring flooding. 

Community leaders from the largely African-American village of Pinhook are on board for a $1.7 million buyout for 21 properties, said Steve Duke, executive director of the Bootheel Regional Planning and Economic Development Commission. 

"The whole town was completely inundated," Duke said. "They're really interested in participating in a buyout." 

The commission has prepared a buyout application that it intends to send to the State Emergency Management Agency. 

But Duke, one of five presenters, told Blunt during the hourlong discussion that the people of Pinhook would like to relocate as a community to 40 acres in one of three counties -- Mississippi, New Madrid or Scott. 

The commission has looked into the possibility and Duke said there was some possible additional funding up to $20,000 for relocation assistance and help from the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development. Pinhook is squarely in the Birds Point-New Madrid Floodway, which was activated in May by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers to relieve flooding in other communities upstream. 

For his part, Blunt, a Republican, seemed encouraged by the possibility of a buyout but skeptical that the residents could be transplanted to another area together. 

"I don't see how you could possibly relocate an entire community for what Pinhook's been valued at," Blunt said. "I'm just having a hard time seeing where you'd get the money." 

Duke admitted that it would be a challenge, adding that it may be insurmountable. Blunt added that the community's option is to take the buyout money and "see where they can find a place to live." 

In Morehouse, Mayor Pete Leija isn't sold on a government buyout of his New Madrid County town, Duke said. While 41 structures there would be part of a buyout, Leija has not signed off on the idea yet, Duke said. 

"He's really uncomfortable with the deed restrictions," Duke said. 

Government buyouts require that municipalities maintain the bought-out property and that no improvements can be made, Duke said. Leija is still considering options, Duke said. 

Blunt also heard from representatives of the Missouri Department of Transportation, who told him about plans to downsize between now and 2013. District engineer Mark Shelton said MoDOT is working to conform to its new budget of about $500 million to $600 million from its usual $1.2 billion. The reductions are being caused because funding from Constitutional Amendment 3 is drying up. Approved by Missouri voters in 2008, the four-year funding mechanism provided MoDOT with all of the motor vehicle sales tax revenue that previously had been going to general revenue. 

"But that's going away and folks aren't in the mood to pay for more," Shelton said. 

In June, the Missouri Highways and Transportation Commission adopted a plan that will cut MoDOT's staff, facilities and equipment, a move expected to save $512 million. 

"We're just going to be getting smaller," Skelton said. 

Another MoDOT official told Blunt that the spring flooding took its toll on Southeast Missouri highways and bridges. District planning manager Bill Robison said that 157 roads -- more than 1,400 miles of roadway -- were closed during the flooding. 

"It truly was a districtwide event," Robison said. 

One particular trouble spot was Interstate 55, where crews worked round-the-clock to protect a one-mile stretch where waters from St. Johns Bayou threatened to invade. While I-55 never closed, the flooding did cause lane reductions, he said. 

"We didn't have to close it, but not without a lot of effort," Robison said. 

Senator McCaskill announces jobs plan 

By Turner Johnson 
Published Sept. 2, 2011, The Maneater

Senator Claire McCaskill, D-Mo., announced a new plan Thursday to keep jobs in the country and promote corporate transparency.

According to a news release, the bill would require customer service call centers to inform callers about the location of the call center.

“We have seen employment fall dramatically in recent years," McCaskill said. "Some of that is due to the recession, but some is due to outsourcing."

She said almost everyone has had an experience when they called a customer service number and were routed to a foreign call center. McCaskill said she once asked what country she was calling and was refused the information.

“This legislation requires call centers to declare the location of the call center,” McCaskill said.

She said most Americans prefer to speak to someone in the same country when they ask for customer service. McCaskill said companies should pay attention to customer preferences, especially since keeping the call centers in the U.S. would stimulate the economy.

“It gives an advantage to the center," she said. "Smart companies will advertise it.”

She said that although this bill won’t be saving the economy, it will certainly help, and makes more sense to keep business local.

“Will it make a huge difference?" McCaskill said. "I don’t know, probably not, but they spend a lot of time and money training foreigners for these jobs.”

Some businesses are already on board, like MBS Textbook Exchange, Inc., which operates the Columbia call center where McCaskill announced her plan.

“We kept the call centers in America to better serve our customers,” MBS Director of Human Resources Jerome Raider said.

In response to questions about whether this legislation would seem too invasive, McCaskill said we need regulations such as these to maintain our quality of life.

"We take for granted that our children can drink tap water," she said. "Most countries can’t say that.”

She also said the government ought to enforce existing regulations meant to help the economy. McCaskill said although companies often are investigated for violating regulations, they are rarely punished.

Speaking about the economy as a whole, McCaskill said everyone, including the federal government, needs to “reign in spending.”

“Government spending to create jobs only works in the short term — it doesn’t work in the long term,” McCaskill said.

When asked if Speaker of the House John Boehner’s scheduling conflict with President Barack Obama over a joint session of Congress was a political fight, the senator denied it was anything but a simple scheduling conflict.

“I’ve seen fights," McCaskill said. "This was not a fight." 

She then called out the media for trumping up minor incidents like these to try to get fights started.

She also assured reporters that Joplin would be getting relief funds from the federal government, despite the Federal Emergency Management Agency’s aid cuts. She praised the political parties for uniting over the issue of Joplin’s recovery.

“I think we’re going to be fine,” McCaskill said.

McCaskill touts local call centers bill

September 2, 2011, Missouri News Horizon

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. – For those tired of talking to a person halfway around the globe when your computer goes haywire, a new bill touted by Missouri Sen. Claire McCaskill could be the answer.

Missouri’s senior senator is sponsoring legislation that would require any call center with business in the United States to have their call-takers identify their name and nation. It’s a provision that McCaskill hopes will spur more U.S. businesses to locate their customer service lines in the United States.

“I don’t know about you, but I have called for help sometimes and I can’t get them to tell me where they are, (in cases) when I’ve been frustrated because there’s been a language barrier,” said McCaskill during a press conference on the floor of the call center at Missouri Book Services in Columbia. She added, “I think (the legislation) gives a boost to American-centered call centers because I think most Americans would prefer to use a call center that’s located here in the United States.”

McCaskill linked the issue to the outsourcing of American jobs overseas. The number of call center jobs in Missouri alone has dropped from 13,000 in 2007 to 9,000 currently.

“These are good jobs, and as we are trying to grow jobs, if we can do something that’s not expensive that helps promote jobs growth in America, I think we need to jump on it.”

	Akin touring the state to advance U.S. Senate bid 


	By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter    

	Updated 5:02 pm Thu., 9.1.11 

U.S. Rep. Todd Akin, R-Wildwood, is in southwest Missouri today as part of a low-key campaign tour around the state tied to his 2012 bid for the U.S. Senate . On Saturday, he will headline a town hall in Fulton,  sponsored by mid-Missouri tea party groups.

A spokesman said that Akin is "traveling around the state the next couple days,'' and is expected to be in Springfield on Friday.

Akin is meeting with a variety of groups, his spokesman said, as well as touring some businesses. Back in his 2nd District, he also has conducted some tele-town halls, in which invited constituents can participate in a conference call with the congressman.

But Akin also was the brunt of a protest near his west St. Louis County office a couple weeks ago, as progressive and labor groups complained that he had declined to meet with them. They wanted to talk about his comments disparaging Medicare, Medicaid and Social Security -- and his vote in favor of a Republican plan to transform Medicare into a voucher program.

Several participants complained Tuesday night to the St. Louis County Council about the large contingent of county police, with cars and vans, who also showed up at the protest. Chief Tim Fitch said that law enforcement had showed up at the request of Akin's staff.

Akin -- an outspoken fiscal and social conservative -- is competing against former state Treasurer Sarah Steelman for the Republican nomination for the U.S. Senate. St. Louis businessman John Brunner also is slated to enter the GOP contest shortly. All are vying to challenge U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill, D-Mo.

According to social-media sites, Akin's Fulton stop on Saturday is a town hall meeting sponsored by the Patriot Groups of Mid-Missouri. The event begins at 5 p.m. and will be held in the community meeting room at the Callaway Electric Building. The event is billed as free and open to the public.




Akin campaigns in Springfield

Big spending cuts needed, congressman says.

11:00 PM, Sep. 1, 2011, News-Leader.com

Congressman Todd Akin said the nation was "a step away from bankruptcy" while on a campaign stop Thursday in Springfield.

He hopes to challenge incumbent Sen. Claire McCaskill in 2012.

Akin was shaking hands in Springfield as part of a multi-city campaign trip.

"It's a big state to get around in," he said.

Akin said he was in Webster County on Wednesday and had trips planned to Columbia and Joplin.

He said, so far, Missouri residents he meets are most concerned with the economy.

"There is a broad sense of urgency as to how extremely serious the economic conditions in Washington, D.C. are," he said.

Akin, who said he is often rated as one of the most conservative congressmen in the country, said the federal government should cut spending and get the private sector back on its feet.

He said the "tremendous cuts" that are needed at the federal level would be complicated to accomplish but are urgent.

Akin said the most complex overspending issues involve obligations that, he says, can't be cut completely. Instead, he said, Congress must "change the nature of the program."

Former Missouri State Treasurer Sarah Steelman is also expected to run for the Republican ticket for the U.S. Senate.

Akin, 64, has been a U.S. representative since 2000. He currently serves on three committees: Armed Services, Science and Technology and Budget.

In Wikileaks, Wagner fawns over Merkel, breaks down "Grand Duchy" politics


BY JAKE WAGMAN • STLtoday.com | Posted: Thursday, September 1, 2011 9:15 am |


ST. LOUIS • The latest cache of diplomatic cables released by the anti-secrecy group WikiLeaks has the State Department worried about exposing American resources abroad. 

But while some of the communiqués threaten to put U.S. allies in jeopardy, many are the clipped and occasionally colorful dispatches of presidential supporters rewarded for their loyalty with an ambassadorship overseas.

Among the thousands of new diplomatic bulletins released this week by WikiLeaks are more than 40 from Congressional hopeful Ann Wagner, the Ballwin Republican who was ambassador to Luxembourg from 2005 to 2009.

Wagner's reports from the tiny dukedom — Luxembourg has fewer people than St. Louis County — are hardly the stuff of an Ian Fleming novel. 

But they do offer a glimpse of Wagner's four-year diplomatic career, in which she regularly reported back to Foggy Bottom on news and events from Luxembourg, such as they were.

The highlight of her assignment, at least as told through WikiLeaks, appears to be a 2006 conversation with Angela Merkel, when the German chancellor accepted the "Vision for Europe" award in Luxembourg's capital city.

"Merkel Wows 'Vision for Europe' Audience," reads the subject line of Wagner's report.

"An articulate and engaging public speaker, Merkel's speech was a could-not-miss event for members of the Luxembourg government, officials of the local EU institutions, and the Luxembourg-based diplomatic corps," Wagner wrote. 

Wagner wrote that she "spoke privately" with the chancellor after her speech, with Merkel remarking that "she had just had a very good conversation with President Bush."

In other cables, Wagner discusses Luxembourg Prime Minster Jean-Claude Juncker's uncharacteristic break from European Union nations on a tax issue ("Voting alone against other members of the EU was obviously painful for him"), the nation's success at attracting American tech companies ("It has been extremely proud of its record in this campaign, luring heavyweights such as iTunes, Skype, and PayPal") and the unwanted foreign headlines generated by angry steelworkers. ("The protests are an ugly mark on the Grand Duchy.")

Most of Wagner's cables were stamped unclassified and offered just a few sentences on embassy business or Luxembourg's stance on an international issue.

Slightly more loquacious was another ambassador from St. Louis, Republican donor Sam Fox, whose correspondence from Belgium was also published this week by WikiLeaks.

Fox sent regular reports he called "Brussels Bilat Brew," in which he offered a smattering of economic news from the country famous for beer and chocolate. 
In one such report in February 2008, Fox covers the nation's budget woes, air pollution concerns and "blood diamond" smuggling in the region. 

In May 2007, Fox, former co-chair of the elite "Republican Regents" fundraising clique, also prepared a briefing for a high level U.S. official visiting Belgium — GOP nemesis Nancy Pelosi.

Joplin FEMA funding diverted to East Coast

Missouri senators have voiced their concerns over the suspended funding.

By Sam Rourke 

Published Sept. 2, 2011, The Maneater

When the devastating tornado ripped through Joplin this spring, Sen. Claire McCaskill, D-Mo., firmly reassured those affected that they would not be forgotten. 

“I warned FEMA and assured victims in Joplin that they would not be forgotten after the camera trucks lowered their antennas and rolled out of town," McCaskill said in a news release Monday. "I will fight to make sure that promise is kept."

With the continued trail of natural disasters across the nation, this promise is becoming harder to keep. The Federal Disaster Relief Fund within the Federal Emergency Management Agency is down to about $900 million, below the $1 billion officials prefer.

As a result of the funding shortage, FEMA temporarily suspended long-term rebuilding projects in Joplin and other areas affected by natural disasters. These resources are now being used to fund immediate disaster needs along the east coast from Hurricane Irene.

Freshman Cecilie Washburn, who is from a small town 10 minutes from Joplin and worked in the city throughout high school, said she knows firsthand the needs the city still has. 

“I mean, Joplin High School students are going to school in the mall right now,” Washburn said. “It is still going to take a lot of resources to get everything back to normal.”

Washburn said she feels the federal government should be involved with the rebuild until it is complete. 

FEMA’s response efforts have drawn mixed response from residents in Joplin, Washburn said. 

"Recovery from hurricane damage on the east coast must not come at the expense of Missouri's rebuilding efforts,” Sen. Roy Blunt, R-Mo., said in a news release. “If FEMA can't fulfill its promise to our state because we have other disasters, that's unacceptable, and we need to take a serious look at how our disaster response policies are funded and implemented."

Legislators will be soon be faced with the decision of how to increase federal disaster funding, and if the debt ceiling debate is any example, agreement will not come easily. 

Gov. Jay Nixon’s office told Missouri citizens the state is still committed to helping communities stricken by natural disasters. 

"From day one, Gov. Nixon has ensured that Missouri has the resources to fulfill the state's obligations to help Joplin and other communities recover from tornadoes, floods and other natural disasters, and we know we will face significant expenses as we begin the process of repairing and rebuilding the levees and other critical infrastructure across the state,” a news release from Nixon’s office stated. 

The news release also focused on the future.

“Moving forward, the state will continue to meet its obligations to help communities get back on their feet as quickly as possible, and we have every reason to believe that our federal partners will continue to do the same," the news release stated.

Nixon took $170 million of state funds already appropriated to 45 other state programs to help fund disaster clean-up in Missouri, over which Missouri State Auditor Tom Schweich sued him last week. Schweich claimed the funding was re-appropriated unconstitutionally.

Nixon and other state legislators chose to cut this money from various state programs rather than use the state’s “rainy day fund,” which has $527.4 million dollars in it as of 2010 according to the Missouri Budget Project. 

Legislators chose not to use the rainy day fund partly because of the numerous loopholes involved. The fund stipulates that when funds are taken out they must be replaced within three years. Many state legislators did not think it would be feasible to pay back the money within the three-year time limit.

	A flood of disasters pressures Congress to replenish FEMA’s emergency fund 


	By Robert Koenig, Beacon Washington correspondent    

	Updated 9:15 am Fri., 9.2.11 

WASHINGTON - A "perfect storm" of disasters and budget woes is high-pressuring Congress to confront hard choices on how to replenish the federal government's rapidly dwindling disaster emergency fund at a time of troubling deficits.

That debate, likely to have an impact on the pace of future tornado-recovery projects in Missouri, focuses on whether to add to the deficit by bolstering the fund -- which has dipped below the $1 billion level considered to be a minimum -- or diverting money to the relief fund by making deep cuts in other government programs.

After the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) shifted last Friday into an "immediate needs" mode to make emergency funds available to East Coast states struck by Hurricane Irene -- in part by delaying or diverting funds from certain recovery projects elsewhere -- Missouri's U.S. senators cried foul. And Gov. Jay Nixon sent a letter Thursday demanding that FEMA list every Missouri disaster-recovery project that will be affected by the changes.

"If FEMA can't fulfill its promise to our state because we have other disasters, that's unacceptable," said U.S. Sen. Roy Blunt, R-Mo., "and we need to take a serious look at how our disaster response policies are funded and implemented."

Even though Missourians already have received more than $77 million in federal grants and loans so far this year -- made available after the three "major disaster" and two federal emergency declarations in the state -- the damage from tornadoes in Joplin and the St. Louis area and flooding along both the Missouri and lower Mississippi rivers have led to heavy demands for recovery aid.

In previous years, Congress would simply add supplemental funding to replenish FEMA's disaster relief fund. But this week, House Majority Leader Eric Cantor, R-Va., signaled that any extra money would have to be diverted from other federal programs. "We're going to find the money" for disaster relief, Cantor said, but added that Republicans would "make sure that there are savings elsewhere" to offset the cost.

While Cantor's comment sparked criticism from White House spokesman Jay Carney -- who said Tuesday that the government's priority "has to be responding to the disaster and then helping those regions and states recover" -- his demand for offset cuts found sympathy with many other House Republicans who are deficit hawks.

And contrarian Republican presidential candidate U.S. Rep. Ron Paul, R-Texas, went considerably further,  saying on Fox News Sunday that FEMA is an example of how government has created a culture of dependency. "We conditioned people that FEMA will take care of us and everything will be OK," Paul said. "You try to make the programs work the best you can, but you can't just keep saying, 'Oh, they need money.' Well, we are out of money. This country is bankrupt."

Not even taking into account the billions in damages caused by Hurricane Irene, federal officials estimated that FEMA would need an additional $5 billion to pay for disaster relief in response to this spring and summer's tornadoes, flooding, and severe storms. White House budget director Jacob Lew, in a letter sent to congressional leaders Thursday evening, said that there is "no question" that "additional funds will be required to assist the thousands of Americans affected by Hurricane Irene, on top of the $5.2 billion identified under current law to properly fund known disaster needs" for the fiscal year that begins Oct. 1.

The White House has not yet asked Congress for additional FEMA money for this month -- the final month of the current fiscal year -- but says it is monitoring the situation, with FEMA's disaster relief fund falling well below $800 million. However, Lew said that under a provision of the debt-ceiling deal approved last month, Congress could in theory appropriate more than $11 billion in disaster aid in the new fiscal year without finding offsetting budget cuts, as demanded by Cantor and some other Republicans.

FEMA downplays impact on Missouri recovery

Even though Missouri has received a relatively large infusion of disaster funding so far this year, Nixon demanded -- in a letter sent Thursday to FEMA Director Craig Fugate -- that the agency clarify which projects might be delayed or otherwise affected by the diversion of federal resources.

The letter (PDF) asked FEMA to identify:

·  The disaster response, recovery and rebuilding projects in Missouri that will be immediately affected by FEMA's funding restrictions; and

·  Which Missouri response, recovery and rebuilding projects will be delayed, and which project will not be impacted by the funding changes.

Noting that "Missouri communities are counting on significant support from the federal government . . . to fund their disaster recovery and rebuilding efforts," Nixon wrote that the state needs "certainty and clarity about the federal resources that will be available."

The state's U.S. senators also weighed in this week, with Sen. Claire McCaskill, D-Mo., saying that "FEMA should be prepared for all types of disasters and have the resources to respond rapidly and stay until the work is done, and until the community is made whole again." Blunt said, "Recovery from hurricane damage on the East Coast must not come at the expense of Missouri's rebuilding efforts."

But Fugate, in an appearance this week in the White House press room, downplayed the impact on ongoing disaster recovery efforts in Missouri and elsewhere. "We said we went to 'immediate needs' funding, and a lot of people thought, well, the people that had been impacted by the tornadoes and floods, we're going to take that money away from them," Fugate explained.

He said tornado or flood survivors who were eligible for help will still receive payments, and debris-clearing projects that already had been approved would proceed.

"The only thing that we have postponed is new projects that are permanent work that had not been started when we go into immediate needs funding," said Fugate. "And that is to ensure that we still have funds to do this response, continue to meet the needs of the survivors of the previous disasters, while supporting the initial response to Hurricane Irene."

Asked specifically if Blunt's criticism was inaccurate, Fugate hedged a bit, telling reporters that "for the individuals that we're helping, for the cleanup, and for the emergency costs, we're continuing that. But for any projects that have not come in for approval, we're not going to be able to fund those as this point. We're going to postpone those. They're still eligible, but we won't be able to start new permanent work such as permanent construction repairing damages from those tornadoes."

Missourians got more than $77 million

How much FEMA aid have Missourians received so far? As of this week, Missourians affected by this year's tornadoes, flooding and severe storms -- from Joplin to St. Louis -- had received $77.5 million in approved disaster grants and loans, according to FEMA and the U.S. Small Business Administration.

"Although the registration period for assistance to individuals closed Aug. 26, FEMA continues to work with disaster survivors and remains active in Missouri, helping residents along the road to recovery," said the agency's federal coordinating officer, Libby Turner, in a statement.

About $20 million of the federal aid was granted for housing assistance, $13.8 million for "other needs" related to the disasters  and about $50,000 for disaster-related unemployment aid. In addition, the SBA approved $43 million in low-interest disaster loans to homeowners, renters, businesses and nonprofit organizations to fund repair or rebuilding efforts and cover the cost of replacing lost or disaster-damaged property.

FEMA's public assistance program obligated about $871,000 in designated counties for emergency protective measures and the repair or replacement of disaster-damaged facilities that were owned by the public or eligible nonprofit groups. Nearly 10,000 Missouri survivors have visited 27 different Disaster Recovery Centers and the Multi-Agency Resource Centers that served residents of 25 counties, and nearly half of them (4,700) got advice from FEMA "mitigation specialists" on rebuilding and community outreach.

At the height of the disaster recovery, 83 FEMA field specialists traveled door-to-door in disaster areas to speak with residents in their homes and at community meetings to identify disaster-related needs and distribute information.

In Joplin, FEMA has approved $53.4 million in disaster grants and loans to tornado survivors. More than $19 million in disaster assistance has been approved by FEMA to help with housing and other needs, and the SBA has approved more than $34 million in low-interest disaster loans. As of this week, 522 Joplin families had moved into temporary housing units provided by FEMA at mobile home sites. And 7,288 disaster survivors visited the disaster recovery centers in Joplin.

FEMA also obligated more than $154 million to other federal agencies to help in Joplin's recovery, including the removal of 1.5 million cubic yards of debris by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, which also provided assistance to schools, fire stations and St. John's Regional Medical Center.

Will FEMA be tied up in the budget battle?

While most lawmakers support FEMA -- and nearly all of them, including tea party budget cutters, are among the first to call for federal assistance if disaster strikes in their district or state -- this fall's battle over the budget deficit may affect its funding.

Congress appropriates money for disasters through the budget of the Homeland Security department, which includes FEMA. Earlier this year, FEMA had projected a possible $3 billion shortfall unless congressional appropriators increased the $1.8 billion that President Barack Obama proposed for the disaster relief fund for the fiscal year that starts on Oct. 1.

During the summer, the House approved a spending bill with an extra $1 billion for the FEMA disaster fund, but the Senate has not yet acted, and such appropriations bills are subject to intense scrutiny this month as Congress tries to reach deficit-reduction goals.

Rep. Peter King, R-N.Y., chairman of the House Homeland Security Committee, told Politico this week that "it's too early to determine what the overall [disaster] costs will be and how they will be paid for." House Republican budget experts were looking for potential "offset" cuts to make room for replenishing the FEMA fund.

A related issue may be whether the Obama administration has made FEMA's funding problems worse by declaring too many federal disasters, which makes funding available.

This year, the White House already has issued 68 "major disaster" declarations as well as 23 lesser "emergency declarations" and 94 "fire management" declarations. If that trend continues -- and the hurricane season started with a bang with Irene's wrath last week -- the 2011 total is on a pace to exceed last year's record of 81 "major disaster" declarations.

And pressure increased this week from other states struck by Irene, as well as states hit by previous storms, for additional disaster declarations. For example, the Illinois congressional delegation -- led by U.S. Sens. Dick Durbin, a Democrat, and Mark Kirk, a Republican -- asked Obama this week to issue a major disaster declaration to provide relief to three Illinois counties,  Carroll, Jo Daviess and Stephenson, hit by severe storms and flooding in late July.

As the Beacon reported in May, the annual number of disaster declaration has been rising since 2005, the year FEMA came under fire for lackluster relief efforts after Hurricane Katrina, which devastated the Gulf Coast, causing $81 billion in damage.

At a Senate hearing in July, some lawmakers expressed concerns that FEMA's emergency fund was being drained by the expense of the disaster declarations.

FEMA Deputy Administrator Richard Serino told senators that the cost of the federal response has been temporarily draining the agency's disaster relief fund, which normally is not allowed to dip below $1 billion. Asked what happens when the fund shrinks too far, Serino said FEMA has the option of "de-obligating" some long-term FEMA funding from previous disasters.

If necessary, FEMA would then appeal to a cash-strapped Congress for emergency supplemental money. And, Serino said, FEMA would shift to an "immediate needs funding" approach that would "leave the money in place [in the fund] for life-saving issues.... We'll put on hold funding some other, long-term projects."

This week, Fugate -- who has been given generally high marks for his leadership of FEMA -- said the agency shifted to the "immediate needs" funding mode because "there was too much unknown about Irene, and looking at how many states were going to be impacted, we knew ... we were going to get close to the point where we would have to look at immediate needs funding at some point."

He added:

"Our goal was to continue to be able to respond to the open disasters and maintain enough reserves for any new disasters until we get into the next fiscal year .... We wanted to make sure we had enough money available to continue supporting thesurvivors from the past disasters, as well as start the response to Irene."
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Storm damage assessments sought in 15 Mo. counties 
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JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- In what has become a familiar routine this year, government officials will be assessing damage in 15 Missouri counties from a recent wind and hail storm.

Gov. Jay Nixon has asked the federal Farm Service Agency to survey damage from storms between Aug. 18 and Aug. 22 in central, western and northwestern Missouri. The assessments are the first step in determining whether farmers in certain counties can qualify for emergency loans or other federal aid.

The August outbreak of high wind and hail was the latest in a series of storms, floods and tornadoes that have caused damage in Missouri, beginning this spring.

The 15 counties being assessed this time are Andrew, Atchison, Caldwell, Cooper, DeKalb, Gentry, Holt, Johnson, Lafayette, Moniteau, Nodaway, Pettis, Platte, Saline and Worth.

Birds Point Levee work resumes after business lifts protest

Friday, September 2, 2011

By Scott Moyers ~ Southeast Missourian

Work to repair the Birds Point-New Madrid Floodway levee resumed Thursday morning, after a Missouri Bootheel construction company dropped its dispute that a Las Vegas-based company didn't meet federal small-business requirements. 

Donald Bond Construction of New Madrid County filed an official protest late last week on the grounds that Wadley Construction of Nevada wasn't a small business, said U.S. Army Corps of Engineers spokesman Jim Pogue. Federal contracts for this type of job have to be awarded to a small business, Pogue said. The Small Business Administration defines a small business construction company as one that does $14 million of work per year or less. 

Once a protest is filed, which happened Monday, federal law requires that work stop until the matter is resolved, Pogue said. 

"But the protest has been dropped and we're back in operations as before," Pogue said. "We basically lost three days. But we can make that up. It's not going to impact us meeting our Nov. 30 deadline." 

Pogue said Wadley Construction identified itself as a small business on its application and that the corps trusts that applications are accurate. Federal agencies are required to establish contracting goals, with at least 23 percent of all government buying targeted to small firms. 

While no one from Wadley could be reached for comment Thursday morning, its website claims that the company "will do over $15MM in revenues." 

Donald Bond Construction lost out in its bid to haul clay to Wadley for the roughly $1 million project, said company owner Donald Bond. His company's annual projects come in under $14 million "by a whole bunch," he said. 

He filed the protest last week when he noticed what the company said on its website about revenue. 

"We still believe them to be a large business," Bond said. "But we lifted the protest so the corps could go back to work. I was not protesting the work. I was protesting the size of the company that got the contract." 

Bond didn't want to hold up repairs to the levee that the corps breached in three spots in May to alleviate flooding in other areas. That decision unleashed floodwaters on about 130,000 acres of farmland in New Madrid and Mississippi counties. 

The corps' $15 million project calls for restoring the levee to a height of 51 feet, which is below the pre-blast level of 62.5 feet. But the corps has said it is awaiting an additional $21 million to complete the project. 

But since Bond filed the protest, he has heard from farmers and members of area levee districts "with a few complaints" about his protests. He lifted his protest out of respect for them, but he added that he hopes that some federal agency will investigate the matter. 

Gov. Nixon touts jobs package at Cape Girardeau stop

Friday, September 2, 2011

By Melissa Miller ~ Southeast Missourian

Calling exports a "sweet spot" for Missouri's economic growth, Gov. Jay Nixon on Thursday visited BioKyowa in Cape Girardeau, a company that attributes 75 percent of its sales to exports. 

Nixon is touring businesses across the state to urge the legislature to pass the proposed Made in Missouri jobs package during the special session that starts next week. 

The state's international exports were up by 13 percent, or $1 billion, in the first two quarters of this year after growing 35 percent in 2010, he said. 

BioKyowa is an example of how Missouri exports continue to grow, Nixon said. 

"Selling more products abroad equals more jobs at home," he said. 

The company has increased its workforce by 15 percent to 130 employees this year and is constructing a multimillion-dollar building to increase its amino acid production. 

He was joined by Rep. Billy Pat Wright, R-Dexter, and Rep. Steve Hodges, D-East Prairie, both of whom said they support the bipartisan economic development package of business incentives and tax credit reforms. 

It includes the Missouri Science and Innovation Reinvestment Act, Aerotropolis tax credits for a foreign trade hub in St. Louis, incentives for data centers and upfront financing for new businesses known as Compete Missouri. 

In addition to providing new economic development tools in Missouri, it would revamp the state's tax credit programs, saving more than $1.5 billion annually. 

Sen. Jason Crowell, R-Cape Girardeau, has spoken out against the proposal since it was announced last month and Thursday issued a statement asking the governor to rethink his approach to "giving new tax credits to special interests in the name of job creation." 

Wayne Wallingford, R-Cape Girardeau, has also said he opposed the package because it leaves open the possibility that funds could be used for embryonic stem-cell research, which he opposes. 

Nixon said he wouldn't have called the legislature back to Jefferson City if he didn't think they could get the job done. 

Crowell has called the economic development package a "backroom deal" that is short on economic development and tax credit reform, but long on government handouts to special interests. 

Nixon strongly disagreed. 

"I think the parameters were very clear. Every one of these measures are things that have been worked on in one form or another and came very close to passing in substantive ways this year," Nixon said. "The legislature meets in public, the committees are in public, the bill's debated in public, every vote they take is on the record." 

At this time, when economic recovery is beginning, Nixon said, it is important for Missouri to take an aggressive approach. 

"The choice I had was whether my state is going to sit still or we're going to use all the tools we have to move forward," he said. "I have talked to legislative leaders. I think we're prepared to move forward." 

Earlier this week, the Missouri Chamber of Commerce and Industry called for the Made in Missouri jobs package to be approved in its entirety. 

Nixon wouldn't say he agreed with the all-or-nothing approach but that it is important that the legislature look at how to fund new business incentive programs. 

"You can't just pass the incentive side without the pay-for side. We have a AAA credit rating, we have a very tight state budget ... the one linchpin that's vital is to make sure these economic incentives that are passed are paid for so we are not in a situation where we're having to make more difficult choices about what our expenses should be," Nixon said. 

Hodges said he's pleased Nixon called the special session to give the legislature the opportunity to pass a jobs bill this year. 

"The whole legislative job development was the keynote thing," he said. "We didn't get it done. Gov. Nixon, instead of saying 'they didn't get it done and I'm going to walk away from it,' he has been persistent about working with both party leaderships to develop a strategy to get it done." 

Wright said tax credits, when spent wisely, bring the state much more than it invests. He said he feels confident with the tax credit checks and balances included in this proposal. 

"They are a great incentive for companies to grow and continue to grow. We do not want to do away with them, we just want a little more scrutiny," he said. 

The legislature's special session begins Tuesday. In addition to debating the jobs package, lawmakers will also take up a measure that would move the date of Missouri's presidential primary from February to March, and legislation that would place the control of the St. Louis Metropolitan Police Department to the city of St. Louis. 

SynCare out as assessor of Missouri health care needs

BY STEVE GIEGERICH • STLtoday.com | Posted: Friday, September 2, 2011 12:06 am | 

Barely three months after it began, SynCare LLC's brief but troubled relationship with the Missouri health department came to an abrupt end Thursday.

The split was not exactly amicable, as state and company officials squabbled publicly throughout the day over whether the state fired SynCare or the company quit.

The outcome was nonetheless celebrated by Missouri health care providers and their clients, about 50,000 Medicaid recipients that depended on SynCare to assess their eligibility for critical medical and domestic services delivered in their homes.

Company staff, by all accounts, were overwhelmed by the task, leaving phone calls on hold for hours and patients waiting weeks to get approved for vital health services.

The Missouri Centers for Independent Living applauded a decision it said ended the state's association with a "company whose unproven track record and unprepared business operations plunged Missouri's Home and Community Based Services program into crisis."

"I'm so happy," said Debra Clark of St. Louis County, a caregiver the past 14 years for a son suffering from a debilitating head injury. "We didn't have any problems until SynCare stepped in. It's been a nightmare."

Clark said she repeatedly encountered roadblocks in an effort to overturn a SynCare evaluation in May that recommended that home services for her son be cut to three hours from 7 1/2.

The termination of Indianapolis-based SynCare's $5.5 million contract came hours after Missouri legislators peppered health department officials with questions about the viability of the agreement at a hearing Wednesday of Interim House Budget Transparency Committee.

Committee chairman Ryan Silvey, R-Kansas City, said he learned of SynCare's ouster shortly after a group of committee Republicans issued a release calling for the state to pull out of the contract.

"I'm certainly glad we're getting rid of this vendor who obviously was unable to fulfill its responsibilities," Silvey said. "It's clear they were in violation of the contract and, as best as I can tell, they have never been in compliance."

Earlier this week, health department Director Margaret Donnelly had reiterated the department's support for the vendor. The department, meanwhile, had assigned 33 employees to take on some of the embattled vendor's work — a decision that came under sharp criticism from legislators at Wednesday's hearing.

Donnelly reversed course quickly after that hearing, at which the department's alleged mismanagement of the vendor came into sharper focus when health officials acknowledged that none of the 11 bidders for the contract, including SynCare, had any expertise in Medicaid assessments.

Unable to attend the hearing because she is preparing for her daughter's wedding this weekend, Donnelly said the department fired the company in a phone call to SynCare officials after the hearing late Wednesday afternoon.

SynCare chief executive Stephanie DeKemper disputed that version of events, telling The Associated Press that the corporation had made the decision to sever the relationship.

DeKemper blamed the company's problems on the health department.

The contract, she said, "was handled publicly very wrong (by the state) and it wasn't given an opportunity to work itself out."

SynCare officials have declined repeated requests for comment from the Post-Dispatch regarding allegations against the company by providers, consumers and elected officials.

The problems with the company surfaced as soon as SynCare took on, on May 19, the task of assessing the requirements of the state's Medicaid clients.

Providers, Medicaid recipients and even SynCare's own employees said it was all but impossible to contact the company's call center in Ballwin with complaints and other concerns.

Equally problematic, critics say, were delays in completing the assessments that pave the way for Medicaid clients to receive services such as bathing, feeding and medical care from home care providers.

On Aug. 12, not quite three months after the contract took hold, SynCare failed to meet payroll. The company laid off 29 employees later that day. Many employees have said they were still waiting to be reimbursed for travel expenses.

By mid-August, the health department moved in, assigning its own employees to tasks that SynCare couldn't handle.

NO 'PLAN B'
Now, the state will face a steep challenge in determining the direction of Medicaid assessments in the wake of the privatization debacle.

In a brief interview Thursday afternoon, Donnelly pointed to a provision in the contract that requires SynCare to work with health department officials during the transition of Medicaid assessment operations to agency employees.

DeKemper advised employees on Thursday that, "We have not come to any conclusions on if (sic) we will work for them," according to an email obtained by the Post-Dispatch.

SynCare employees spent Thursday worried about their own futures.

"We're all in limbo," said one worker, who asked not to be identified out of fear that speaking out would prompt SynCare to withhold his final paychecks.

SynCare program administrator Chris Larsen wrote in a memo late Thursday to employees that the company would continue to upload assessments to a state computer system.

Earlier in the day, Larsen wrote, "Just want to advise the staff that, for now, it's business as usual until we're told differently. SynCare MO staff need to continue to fulfill their responsibilities until we receive a different directive from (DeKemper)."

The direction the health department will take remains equally uncertain.

Several lawmakers, Silvey included, expressed concern at Wednesday's committee hearing over deputy health department director Peter Lyskowski's admission that the agency did not have a "Plan B" in place in the absence of SynCare's conducting and following up on Medicaid assessments.

Donnelly did not expand Thursday beyond a pledge to improve on SynCare's performance.

"We are absolutely committed to getting the clients services," the director promised. "And we'll be working on the details of how that will happen." Still, by late afternoon, providers said they had yet to learn how the health department planned to proceed in the weeks ahead.

Nor is it clear how the program will depart from the process that resulted in the state's seeking a third-party vendor to provide Medicaid assessments in the first place.

The Legislature voted last year to seek an independent contractor to cut costs and streamline services that gave clients flexibility in choosing in-home providers.

Lawmakers additionally sought to avoid the perception of a conflict of interest when home service providers were allowed to conduct their own assessments of client needs.

The assessments, providers point out, were ultimately reviewed and approved by the health department.

The Missouri Centers for Independent Living reached out on Thursday to the health department to offer help developing a new strategy.

Shawn D'Abreu, a public policy specialist with the St. Louis home care provider Paraquad, has a plan he'd like to present to state officials.

D'Abreu suggests that assessments be conducted by state-certified nurses and trained staff. Health providers could pay into a state-administered fund to finance the assessments, giving the assessors autonomy to decide Medicaid eligibility.

"The system prior to the third-party vendor worked," said D'Abreu. "There were problems, but in general it worked. We hope the health department won't look at us as self-interested adversaries but as partners."

State cancels contract with troubled Medicaid provider

September 2, 2011, Missouri News Horizon

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. — One day after problems with a Missouri Medicaid contractor came to a light in capitol hearing, the state has cancelled its contract.

On Thursday, the Department of Health and Senior Services announced that it has terminated its contract with SynCare, an Indiana-based health care company that has been criticized for failing to keep up with patient demand. The company began working for the state in January, providing evaluations for Medicaid patients seeking in-home care.

The state House’s Committee on Budget Transparency heard two hours of testimony from health department officials about the failings of the company earlier this week. Assistant DHSS Director Peter Lyskowski outlined numerous customer service deficiencies that illustrated SynCare’s inability to process the calls it was receiving.

The department recently reassigned more than 30 state employees to help clear the backlog of cases. In a written statement, DHSS Director Margaret Donnelly said the department would take over total operation of the program from SynCare.

“While this does not provide the final solution for the problem at hand, it is certainly a step in the right direction,” said Rep. Tom Flanigan, R-Carthage, a member of the Budget Transparency Committee and chairman of the House Appropriations Committee on Health, Mental Health and Social Services. “I look forward to working with Director Donnelly in finding an appropriate resolution going forward.”

SynCare is out, but what next?

For now, state workers will assess eligibility of patients for home care.

11:00 PM, Sep. 1, 2011 , News-Leader.com

A much-criticized Indiana firm, SynCare LLC, is no longer assessing Missouri Medicaid patients who want home health services, but area legislators and health officials said Thursday they are worried about what comes next.

"SynCare is out, and we're looking at going down a different path," said state Sen. Jay Wasson, R-Nixa. "I'm always for finding efficiencies that save money. That's not a bad idea, but this didn't work."

It was unclear Thursday if the state will permanently have its own employees do the assessments or hire another firm to do them.

State Sen. Bob Dixon, R-Springfield, said he was concerned about the Department of Health and Senior Services pushing SynCare out the door without having a backup plan.

"I will be in contact with the department to make sure the transition isn't as bad or worse," Dixon said.

Area legislators were in a meeting Thursday morning at Oxford HealthCare to discuss the SynCare contract when they learned that the contract had been ended. Wasson got a call from his office and announced the news to the room of legislators, health care workers, patients and family members.

Linda Oberbeck of Marshfield had just told the room about her son, Greg, who has autism and Down syndrome. He sometimes may take an hour before he will start to eat a meal and has to be bathed up to twice a day because he soils himself.

Oberbeck said her son's hours are scheduled to be cut on Sept. 13 from five hours a day to two hours a day. She and her husband were trying to decide whether he should quit work so they could keep their son at home or to put him in an institution.

"She said, 'I'm sorry, ma'am, but he will only be bathed once a week,'" Oberbeck said of the SynCare employee. "My son's life has been determined by giving a computerized test."

Hours later, Oberbeck said she has talked to Oxford employees and is hopeful that her son's hours will be restored.

"I just didn't feel like they did their job," Oberbeck said of SynCare.

SynCare and the state's top health official offered differing accounts of how the contract ended.

Stephanie DeKemper, the CEO of SynCare, told the Associated Press that she sent DHSS a letter Wednesday withdrawing from the contract.

But DHSS spokeswoman Jacqueline Lapine said the agency "verbally informed SynCare that the contract would be terminated."

"Effective immediately, the Department of Health and Senior Services will begin to transition the duties previously performed by SynCare to DHSS," agency director Margaret Donnelly said in a statement. "It is clear that the company is not able to meet the terms and conditions of their contract."

The contract was ended the same day as a legislative hearing on the contract and a day after health advocates held press conferences around the state calling for the end of the contract.

Cheryl Fitch, vice president at Oxford, which had pushed for SynCare's ouster, said the end of the contract was a good example of what grass-roots efforts can accomplish.

"Now our work is really cut out for us to sit down with the state to come up with a state plan," Fitch said. "Our real concern is what happens now."

Veterans’ official says homes won’t be closing

September 1, 2011, Missouri News Horizon
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. – After emotional and tumultuous debate of the future of Missouri’s veteran homes, the leader of the state House budget committee took time during a hearing Wednesday to re-affirm that they would not be closing.

Missouri Veterans’ Commission Executive Director Larry Kay appeared before Rep. Ryan Silvey’s state budget transparency committee Wednesday. He said no one in government leadership had told him that the homes would have to close.

Kay did say that the commission’s budget had dwindled away, and that, if new funds are not found for the commission, it will have spent its budget reserves by mid-2013.

The director told Silvey’s committee that all the state legislators and the governor’s office have been very supportive in pledging to find a way to come up with $13.3 million dollars in state funds to keep the seven homes in the state operating at current levels.

Kay did admit that several veterans’ organizations had organized rallies in communities around the state to push for continued funding, but he denied the agencies involvement in stoking any fears about possible closings.

“We’re trying to get out very proactively and let (veterans) know exactly what you’re saying here…to alleviate that fear and misunderstanding,” he said.

Silvey pledged that his budget committee would come up with funding to ensure the state’s veterans’ homes remain open and viable.

Sep 1, 7:09 PM EDT

Attorney, 2 judges nominated for Mo. Supreme Court 
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JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- A special commission that nominates judicial candidates gave Gov. Jay Nixon the choice Thursday of an attorney, a trial judge or an appeals court judge to fill a vacancy on the Missouri Supreme Court.

The three finalists for the state's highest court are Jackson County Circuit Judge Michael Manners, Eastern District Court of Appeals Judge George Draper III and St. Louis attorney Joe Jacobson.

Under the Missouri Constitution, the Appellate Judicial Commission was responsible for screening the 13 applicants and recommending three finalists. The governor now has 60 days to decide whether to appoint one of them to succeed Judge Michael Wolff, who resigned in August after serving 13 years on the Supreme Court.

The commission's proceedings this week marked the first time that applicants for the Supreme Court were interviewed in public sessions. It also marked the first time that the commission's votes were released. After seven rounds of closed-door balloting by the seven-member commission, Manners got seven votes to make the finalist list, Draper got five and Jacobson got four.

Manners, 60, of Lee's Summit, has been a circuit judge since November 2000 after previously serving for 18 years as a prosecuting attorney for Smithville. He also practiced law in Independence for 24 years. Manners has a political science degree from the University of Central Missouri and a law degree from the University of Missouri-Kansas City.

Draper, 58, of Chesterfield, has served on the Court of Appeals since May 2000. He worked in the St. Louis circuit attorney's office from 1984 until he was appointed as an associate circuit judge in 1994. He was appointed as circuit judge in 1998 and also has served as an adjunct professor at the Saint Louis University law school. Draper has a bachelor's degree in psychology from Morehouse College in Atlanta and a law degree from Howard University in Washington, D.C.

Jacobson, 50, of University City, is a shareholder in the St. Louis law firm of Green Jacobson PC. He has a bachelor's degree in philosophy from Washington University in St. Louis and a law degree from Boston University.

	Three finalists named for vacant state Supreme Court spot; two from St. Louis 


	By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter    

	Posted 5:21 pm Thu., 9.1.11 

	The commission charged with interviewing candidates for the vacant spot on the Missouri Supreme Court has settled on three finalists: Michael W. Manners, George W. Draper III and Joe D. Jacobson. Draper and Jacobson are from the St. Louis area.

Draper is an appeals court judge, while Jacobson is a prominent lawyer in private practice. Manners is a circuit judge in Kansas City.

(Click here to read the full announcement about the finalists.)

Gov. Jay Nixon will choose one of them for the post, which had been held by St. Louisan Michael Wolff.

Wolff has retired and returned to a teaching post at St. Louis University, where he had served before then-Gov. Mel Carnahan named Wolff to the high court in 1998. (Click here for a Beacon profile of Wolff's record.)

Later Thursday, the group called Better Courts for Missouri -- which wants to revamp the current judicial selection process -- highlighted Manners' ties as a former president of the Missouri Association of Trial Attorneys.

Better Courts' executive director, James Harris, even asserted that the finalists represent "a rigged panel."

“Today’s Supreme Court panel proves that being a former President of the Missouri Association of Trial Attorneys pays off,” said Better Courts' executive director, James Harris.  “MATA nominated one of their own, Judge Michael Manners, to the three person panel of nominees to fill the Supreme Court vacancy created by the retirement of Judge Michael Wolff.”

He continued, “It is no secret that MATA has controlled the Appellate Judicial Commission for years. .."

Harris singled out various members of the selection commission who have current or previous ties to the trial attorneys group.

Harris has been an outspoken advocate of changing the state's judicial-selection process. His alternatives have included proposals that the governor's selections be required to receive approval of the state Senate, or that the public elect judges on the higher courts. Most rural judges already are elected by local voters. Those in suburban and urban areas are generally chosen by the governor from three-person panels chosen by special judicial-selection commissions.


Three finalists named for Supreme Court

JEFFERSON CITY — A St. Louis-area attorney and two judges have been named finalists for an open seat on the Missouri Supreme Court.

The nonpartisan judicial nominating commission forwarded the names of attorney Joe Jacobson, Eastern District Court of Appeals Judge George Draper III and Jackson County Circuit Court Judge Michael Manners to Gov. Jay Nixon for consideration. The governor, a Democrat, has 60 days to choose the next member of the state's highest court.

Jacobscon, 50, is a partner with the firm of Green Jacobson in Clayton. He has been the general counsel for the Housing Authority of St. Louis County since 1998. He received his law degree from the Boston University School of Law.

Draper, 58, was appointed to the court of appeals by former Gov. Mel Carnahan in 2000. He received his law degree from the Howard University School of Law and has been an adjunct professor at St. Louis University since 1996. He has served as a judge since 1994.

Manners, 60, was appointed to the circuit court by former Gov. Roger Wilson in 2000. Prior to his appointment, he spent 24 years as a trial attorney in Independence. He is a former president of the Missouri Association of Trial Attorneys and received his law degree from the University of Missouri-Kansas City.

The 13 candidates to replace retiring Missouri Supreme Court Judge Michael Wolff were interviewed in public on Wednesday and Thursday, a move aimed at improving the transparency of the system. Judges in most Missouri counties are voted onto the bench in partisan elections. But in urban areas and for regional appeals courts and the Supreme Court, the state uses a merit-based, nonpartisan method to select judges.

That system has come under fire in recent years, with critics contending one group — trial attorneys — have too much behind-the-scenes control of the process. The commission that forwards nominees to the governor is made up of three lawyers chosen by the Missouri Bar, three people selected by the governor and Chief Justice Richard Teitelman.

Supporters of the method, which has become a model for many states across the nation, say it removes politics from the process and focuses on the credentials of potential judges.

Group finds rural roads, bridges lacking

11:00 PM, Sep. 1, 2011, News-Leader.com

A lack of investment in Missouri's rural roads and bridges is creating dangers for both motorists and truckers alike, a national transportation group said in a recent report.

The Road Information Program, a research group based in Washington, released its findings in a report Thursday. In the last year, the group found 18 percent of the state's bridges are "structurally deficient" and 20 percent of the rural roads are "functionally obsolete."

That was the 12th highest percentage of obsolete roads in the country, TRIP said.

"The condition and safety of these roads and bridges is critically important to the hundreds of thousands of Missourians who live and make their living in the state's rural areas. While progress has been made, there is still much left to be done," Doug Smith, president of the Associated General Contractors of Missouri, said in a release from TRIP.

According to the group, Missouri had a fatality rate of 2.31 deaths per 100 million vehicle miles traveled on non-interstate rural roads in 2009. The national rate is 0.75 deaths. Missouri's fatality rate ranks 20th nationally.

In 2009, there were 533 rural, non-interstate fatalities, 60 percent of the total state deaths that year, the report said.

The report comes at a time when the Missouri Department of Transportation, according to a spokeswoman, will have its construction budget cut to $600 million, from $1.2 billion.

"That's going to make it hard to maintain the condition of the roads and improve the condition of the roads," said Lloyd "Joe" Carmichael, a Missouri Highways and Transportation Commission member from Springfield.

He said most Missourians were happy with their roads and safety has improved since the 1950s, despite having more miles of roads.

Greene County has around 1,267 miles of road, said Dan Smith, administrator of the county's highway department. Unlike other counties in the state, all the roads are paved. Maintaining those roads has been a challenge, he said.

It would be tougher in places like Christian County, where populations are growing faster than available funding sources.

"Our growth has stabilized," Smith said. "Even so, we're struggling to keep up."

Some groups, such as the Missouri Transportation Alliance, are pushing for new funding sources, like a state gas tax hike or sales tax, for road improvements.

Bill McKenna, an alliance spokesman, said urban and rural roadways are important parts of the state economy.

"Without increased transportation funding, these dire statistics will be a footnote on a path that leads our state to an economic dead end," McKenna said.

Cuts to federal highway funding remains a threat. Transportation is a likely target of the 12-member congressional deficit "super committee," and the federal gas tax is up for renewal this year, Carmichael said. The committee, which was created as part of the recent debt ceiling deal, is tasked with finding $1.5 trillion in federal spending cuts.

Will Wilkins, TRIP's executive director, said several states with sizable rural populations, such as Ohio, Kentucky and Oregon, face similar problems. He faulted gridlock in Congress for not passing a transportation bill. Road deterioration affects more than 50 million people nationwide, the group said.

"The safety and quality of life in America's small communities and rural areas and the health of the nation's economy ride on our rural transportation system," Wilkins said in a statement.

According to its website, TRIP is a non-profit group pushing for transportation improvements. It is funded by insurance companies, equipment manufacturers, highway and transit companies and labor unions, among others.

New developments surface in Senate Bill 54 controversy

Wednesday, August 31, 2011

DEANNA CORONADO, Daily Dunklin Democrat

local educators speak out 

What has become a concern to many educators, parents and school districts in regard to Missouri's Senate Bill 54, otherwise known as the Amy Hestir Student Protection Act, has garnered the attention of the state's executive leader, Governor Jay Nixon who is asking the General Assembly to repeal specific provisions of the legislation. 

The issue with the bill passed unanimously in both the House of Representatives and the Senate during regular session primarily seems to be a portion of language associated with the act that requires school districts to establish a documented policy in regard to teacher-student communication by January 1, 2012. Specifically, the bill suggests that each district's policy must include oral and non-verbal personal communication, which may be combined with sexual harassment policies, and preempt use of electronic media as described in the act, including social networking sites. Section 162.069, Paragraph 1, of the bill, which is scheduled to take effect August 28, reads: Teachers cannot establish, maintain, or use a work-related website unless it is available to school administrators and the child's legal custodian, physical custodian, or legal guardian. Teachers also cannot have a non-work-related website that allows exclusive access with a current or former student. Former student is defined as any person who was at one time a student at the school at which the teacher is employed and who is eighteen years of age or less and who has not graduated. 

Naturally, educators equate the reference of social networking sites to that of the likes of the widely used site, Facebook. For that reason, the bill has created a stir among faculty, staff and administrators nicknaming the bill the "Facebook Ban," and other relative titles. Specific concerns educators have expressed question the language of the section of the bill, asking what is clearly meant by the term exclusive access, why former students are listed, and why the benefits of growing technology often utilized by school district's is being compromised by such a "vague" law. 

The Governor will ask the General Assembly to repeal the outlined provisions during the special session that begins September 6, and in the meantime, will seek input from various stakeholders, including parents and classroom teachers. 

"First and foremost, our top concern and priority is and always will be protecting children across Missouri, and making sure students receive the quality education they need and deserve," Gov. Nixon said. "In a digital world, we must recognize that social media can be an important tool for teaching and learning. At the same time, we must be vigilant about threats posed to students through the Internet and other means. Because of confusion and concern among educators, students and families over this specific provision of Senate Bill 54, I will ask the General Assembly to repeal that particular section, while preserving other vital protections included in the bill. In addition, I will be asking for input on this issue from teachers, parents and other stakeholders." 

Local educator Jack Rollins, of Kennett Public Schools, recently penned a letter to local legislators regarding his concerns and opinions of the law. In an excerpt from the letter, which was sent to the offices of Senator Rob Mayer and State Representative Kent Hampton, Rollins said, "The kind of people who will develop inappropriate relationships with students will not stop because of this law. These kinds of people will find ways of getting around it, just like criminals find ways around gun laws. Depraved people do not stop depravity because of a law like this. Consequently, the only activity this legislation will endanger or actually stop is the good activity between good teachers and needy hurting students who really cannot find help anywhere else." 

Other teachers and education staff, like Rollins, have expressed a similar stance on the issue, asking questions regarding the bill such as "How much actual research and data has been collected by lawmakers in support of the idea that this law will make a positive impact within school settings?" Basically, teachers are asking hard-hitting questions that suggest legislators voting on this bill may have based their decisions on personal motives or feelings not completely thought out, versus, substantiated data that proves both good and bad results of teacher-student communication outside the classroom, specifically through texting or social media. Other questions teachers throughout the Bootheel have asked pertain to what they believe is the overall intent of the legislation-- to prohibit any kind of confidential interaction between a teacher and student. The concerns local educators sound off on in this regard, question what will happen to one-on-one tutoring or other confidential counseling activities that typically occur solely between teaching staff and the children they are educating or counseling? In other words, under the bill, it is suggested that teachers and students who interact, include parents or administrators as a part of their interaction. "So would faculty be required to call-in a principal, parent or other administrator to be present each and every time a teacher may have a one-on-one interaction with a student?" educators are inquiring. 

Kennett Public School Superintendent, Chris Wilson, said that he is hearing a lot of questions such as these from staff within his district. For now, he and Board of Education members have encouraged faculty and educational staff to tread lightly on the issue, until the school receives "further guidance" from legal directors with the Missouri School Board Association (MSBA). 

The executive administrator said that Kennett is looking to MSBA for policy establishment suggestions, due to there being a vagueness in the new bill that many are referring to as "confusing language." 

"We've informed our teachers to not move forward at this time with any of these forms of communication outside the classroom, such as website contact and etc.," Wilson explained. "We're not saying that it is absolutely not okay, we're just asking them to hold-off for now until we hear something back on this bill and receive some direction from our state school board association." 

At Senath-Hornersville Schools, Superintendent Larry Wood weighed in on the subject, explaining that his district does not intend on doing anything different from before until things are worked out among lawmakers, or they receive direction from the Missouri Consultants for Education legal team through MUSIC Insurance company. 

"We're not going to be the Facebook police," Woods said. "We won't be monitoring or checking everyone's computers or personal social networking accounts to see if educators are 'friending or unfriending' students." 

Wood said that at Senath-Hornersville, administration and board members are waiting to see what happens before suggesting any kind of district policy change. He also noted that, in his opinion and that of other school leaders in the area, policing or monitoring the use of Facebook by teachers and students is next to impossible. Even if it were something they wanted or needed to do because of the new law, it wouldn't be feasible, he said. The school would be forced to hire someone to take on this massive task with no guarantees or definite assurance of any kind of outcome, positive or negative. 

At the Kennett School District, faculty member Rollins did receive a response from both Mayer and Hampton regarding his personal opinions on the bill. Mayer was the first to respond, providing a brief statement on the issue thanking Rollins for his interest in SB54 and informing him that Governor Nixon has included the bill in the call for Special Session, "so we can correct some of the problems with it." 

Hampton provided a similar concise response to Rollins' correspondence, which was received on Monday. "Thanks for the e-mail regarding SB 54. You should know that this issue will be addressed in our Special Session which will start on Sept. 6th. It is the intent of the legislature to fix this problem," Hampton said. 

Specifically, Nixon is requesting that the General Assembly repeal statute 162.069, sections 1 through 4, which specifically addresses electronic communications between school employees and students. According to a written release provided by Nixon's office, under the state constitution, the Governor can add an item to the call for a special session by issuing a proclamation once the session has convened. 

Per the governor's office, "Senate Bill 54, known as the Amy Hestir Student Protection Act, includes a number of additional provisions that protect students from sexual misconduct and will not be included in this addition to the special session call." 

Those provisions include: 

* Requiring disclosure of substantiated allegations of sexual misconduct by a former employee of a school to a public school that inquires about potentially hiring the employee; 

* Requiring that reports of sexual misconduct by a teacher or employee be forwarded to the Department of Social Services within 24 hours for an investigation; 

* Requiring annual background checks of teachers 

* Requiring immediate suspension of school employees upon substantiation of sexual misconduct; 

* Banning registered sex offenders from running for and serving on school boards; 

* Requiring school districts to include training on the signs of sexual abuse in employee training; 

* Establishing that crimes relating to sexual misconduct are a basis for discipline and the revocation of teachers' licenses; and 

* Creating a Task Force on the Prevention of Sexual Abuse of Children ("Erin's Law"). 

"Although this legislation included a number of vital provisions, it's clear this one particular section is causing substantial confusion and concern among teachers, students and families," the Governor said. "For that reason, it's important that we repeal this specific language during the upcoming special session, while we continue to work together to ensure the safety and protection of Missouri's children." 

Although many state education groups testified in favor of the bill, The Missouri State Teachers' Association (MSTA) recently filed a lawsuit against a portion of Senate Bill 54, objecting to the language that the organization suggests would inhibit an educator's ability to communicate with students by way of texts and social media. MSTA indicates through its suit, filed in Cole County, Mo. Circuit Court, that the provision inhibits teachers' right to freedom of speech. 

"Many of our members are concerned about the unintended consequences of this law, including their ability to monitor their own children's online activities," said MSTA Legal Counsel Gail McCray. "It's vague and more importantly, we believe it violates the constitutional rights of educators." 

Prior to Nixon's repeal request, MSTA spokesman Todd Fuller told Missouri News Horizon that the language was "problematic," adding that the association would seek to change the language through legislation. 

On Friday, August 26, the organization announced that it was awarded a preliminary injunction by Judge Jon Beetam who reviewed the case and found that, based on evidence presented, teachers throughout the state regularly use social media as a primary form of communication outside the classroom. According to Beetam, the law clearly prohibits communication between the parties involved and "the statute would have a chilling effect on speech." 

Beetam ordered, as a part of his judicial decision, that under his ruling teachers can't be disciplined or seriously reprimanded professionally for using non-work-related social media. 

McCray's response, on behalf of the teacher's association ... "This gives everyone time to debate and discuss the issue to come to a proper resolution rather than rushing to piece together language that doesn't resolve the concerns of educators or allow time for teacher input." 

The courts have issued the injunction to be effective for 180 days, which means the ruling will expire on February 20, 2012 and will allow a trial before the statute is implemented. 

* Some of the information used in this article was provided by Governor Jay Nixon's office, per a written release prepared by Scott Holste, Press Secretary. Details regarding the Missouri State Teachers' Association and its suit in relation to the legislation mentioned in this story was sourced from www.msta.org 
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ACE parents sue KC School District

By JOE ROBERTSON

The Kansas City Star

Parents with the Kansas City School District’s Afrikan Centered Education Collegium Campus have filed a lawsuit saying their children are being denied equal funding.

Attempts by Afrikan Centered Education Taskforce Inc. to work out a deal with the district to boost funding to the contract school have failed, said the task force chairman, Ajamu Webster.

Now three weeks into the school year, the program could no longer wait to seek help, he said.

The partnership between the African-centered education program — ACE — and the district has long been tenuous. The ACE program and its parents were the most strident opponents to the district’s school closings plan in 2010. Superintendent John Covington, who recently resigned, was going to condense the program into one of the three buildings on its campus at the former Southeast High School.

The district backed off by striking a deal that gave the program $8,400 per student and the autonomy to run all three buildings if ACE believed it could do so under that formula.

But the ACE program has complained the district is not sharing equitable amounts of funding to ACE students for services such as information technology, sports programs, transportation and special education.

Webster thinks that the district is shortchanging ACE at least in part because of past disputes, including the opposition to school closings, and that classroom programs are suffering for it.

“It’s punitive,” Webster said.

Because the campus lacks adequate technology support, he said, more than two out of every three teachers do not have working computers.

A spokeswoman for the school district said the district would not comment on pending legal cases.

The concerns over the contract increased days before the previous contract was about to lapse July 1. At the time, the parties agreed on a contract that left room to negotiate a memorandum of understanding to resolve their differences.

But little progress was made through the summer, Webster said. When the school board’s Aug. 24 meeting passed without an accord, ACE determined it needed to seek a court order, and the parents filed suit.

An initial hearing has been scheduled for Sept. 20 in Jackson County Circuit Court.

September 1, 2011 

Audit questions Missouri State’s China program 

Anonymous From The Associated Press The Joplin Globe Thu Sep 01, 2011, 11:30 AM CDT 

SPRINGFIELD, Mo. — An internal audit found that Missouri State University has paid thousands of dollars for business professors to take side trips while they were teaching in China.

The audit did not suggest any impropriety in the trips but said the university should have a formal policy to govern spending on the trips and include tax-reporting requirements, The Springfield News-Leader reported Thursday.

In one case, the university paid more than $4,000 for six professors to spend three nights in Hong Kong, according to the audit of the university’s travel expenses in China in the past two years.

Missouri State has a campus in Dalian in northeast China, where the university awards both associate and bachelor’s degrees.

Interim president Clif Smart released the audit Wednesday on his online blog, “Clif’s Notes.” He promised the university would handle the revenues from the China programs appropriately but said the audit did not include any major findings, only suggestions for improvements.

Expense reports show professors from the university’s College of Business Administration, sometimes accompanied by family members, typically take weekend trips to Chinese cities such as Beijing, Xi’an and Hong Kong when they were on teaching assignments in Dalian.

The auditors listed several examples, such as spending about $2,800 for four professors to spend three days in Hong Kong in 2009. A fifth professor did not turn in an expense report. And six teachers charged the university $4,350 for a three-night stay in Hong Kong in early 2011. Many of the trips were solo trips that cost the university under $500.

The audit also said many of the trips were not properly documented.

Travel expenses within China are generally paid by the Dalian campus and later recorded as an expense to the program, the audit said.

The business college responded in the audit that the tours are an incentive for professors to teach in China and provides them with a deeper insight and understanding of the country.

‘Missouri S&T’ is chancellor’s legacy

BY TIM BARKER • tbarker@post-dispatch.com > 314-340-8350 STLtoday.com | Posted: Friday, September 2, 2011 12:07 am | (7) Comments

No one can say John Carney didn't leave the school decidedly different than he found it.

Six years ago, he stepped into the position of chancellor for the University of Missouri-Rolla. But this week, he retired from the Missouri University of Science and Technology.

His was a tenure that witnessed record enrollment growth, the reorganization of the school's upper management and the successful financing of a new engineering building. But whatever else he accomplished, it is that 2008 name change that's most likely to be associated with his time in Rolla.

The school is hardly the first to pursue a change in monikers in recent times.

In 1996, Northeast Missouri State University became Truman State University. In 2005, Southwest Missouri State University changed to Missouri State University. A year later, Central Missouri State University switched to University of Central Missouri. And in fact, this isn't the first time Missouri S&T has changed names, having started in 1870 as the University of Missouri School of Mines and Metallurgy.

Skeptics may doubt whether such changes amount to anything.

But at Missouri S&T, the switch has been credited with better defining the school's image and broadening its appeal to prospective students outside the Midwest. Education and branding experts say it may not be a crowning academic achievement, but it's the sort of change that can make a long-term difference for the school.

"A lot of name changes don't produce any results and are kind of ridiculous," said Richard Hesel, a principal with education consulting-firm Art & Science Group. "I've seen others that were silly. But this one makes sense."

Carney, 69, said he wanted to rename the school from the moment he took the helm of UMR in 2005.

But his first priority was tackling what he saw as a top-heavy administration. He merged the university's two engineering schools and eliminated four dean positions, leaving 19 department chairs reporting directly to him.

The chancellor had planned to give the campus a year to absorb the administrative changes. But at the urging of the board of trustees — whose ranks included Gary Forsee, who would later become president of the University of Missouri System — he decided to push forward with the name change in 2007.

SEEING CLARITY
For Carney, it was a simple matter of clarity. He'd previously worked at the Worcester Polytechnic Institute and looked at schools such as the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. Their names, he said, made it very clear what they did.

Not so at the University of Missouri-Rolla, where 75 percent of the students study engineering.

"I got sick and tired of being at national meetings and having to take five minutes to explain what we were and what we were not," Carney said.

But the idea also was criticized. Carney still remembers one letter in opposition. It was short and sweet: "Keep the name, get rid of the chancellor."

Many of those opposing it in the early days were students such as Erica Bay of Mexico, Mo., a junior majoring in nuclear engineering. Bay's father was a UMR graduate.

Her initial opposition — she has since embraced the change — had more to do with the potential shortened version of Missouri University of Science and Technology.

"I didn't want to go to a school called MUST," Bay said.

The university's branding efforts have taken such concerns into account, frowning on that use of the initials — they recognize only Missouri S&T or S&T.

It's difficult to say with certainty that the change at Missouri S&T has had an impact on enrollment or recruiting. After all, schools across the state have seen strong enrollment growth in recent years, with the struggling economy forcing more people into school for new careers.

Still, school officials credit the change for at least some of the enrollment growth, with out-of-state and international applications rising in recent years.

Overall enrollment is certainly up. In 2001, the school had nearly 4,900 students, compared with the 7,300 students who filled the classrooms at the start of the current semester. The growth has forced the school to limit the number of freshmen engineering students accepted each year.

For those familiar with what the Rolla campus has to offer, however, the name change means little.

Jeffery Volz joined the campus in 2008 as an assistant professor of civil engineering. He remembers hearing the talk about a potential name change when he was applying for the job. It was not a factor in his decision.

"It was more the structural lab downstairs," Volz said, referring to the lab where he and his colleagues build and break things.

Still, Volz, an East Coast native, can see the benefit to a name that's less regional in nature when it comes to attracting students.

"I think it helps us outside of the local and Midwest areas."

A BROADER LEGACY
Carney, 69, departed from campus this week with plans to return to the Boston area to be close to his daughters and grandchildren.

Many on campus say his legacy extends beyond the name change.

Diana Ahmad, an associate professor of history and political science, praised Carney's reorganization of the school's top leadership.

She talks of feeling free to exchange emails with the chancellor or provost. "He's just a regular guy," Ahmad said of Carney.

Others point to his successful campaign for a new chemical and biological engineering building, expected to be completed in 2014.

Typically, these types of buildings — unlike dorms or parking garages that pay for themselves — are funded only when the state is flush. But Carney was able to persuade the UM System's Board of Curators to sign off on $12.3 million worth of bond financing after alumni agreed to chip in $8 million to go along with $2 million from the school.

While happy to finish that task, Carney sees many challenges ahead for his eventual successor — for now, the school will be led by an interim chancellor, Warren "Kent" Wray, the provost.

Carney worries about the future of Missouri S&T — and the entire system — given the current political and financial landscape. He's bothered by a decline in state funding and limits on tuition increases.

"The UM system is an amazing education system. Sometimes I don't think the state's citizens understand what they have," Carney said. "You can't run a place like this with smoke and mirrors. You need revenue. There's no way around it."

Ameren says Plant Seepage will be Controlled

Megan Lynch

September 2, 2011 5:15 AM

LABADIE, Mo. (KMOX) – A report this week that a massive retention pond for coal ash in Franklin County has been seeping water for decades has an environmental group calling for more controls and a utility restating its need for a new facility.

Ameren says regulators know about the water getting outside a berm that holds in tons of waste water and the by-products of burning coal at it’s Labadie power plant.  (The issue was featured Wednesday in the St. Louis Post Dispatch) 

“It’s something that the federal EPA inspectors have seen, the DNR (Missouri Department of Natural Resources) inspectors have seen and not been concerned about it,” says Mike Menne, Ameren Corporation’s Vice President of Environmental Services.

Menne says the water hasn’t been tested outside the pond, but the water discharged into it has.  “This water is the same water that we do monitor on a regular basis that comes out of our normal discharge.”

Menne says the water is near the surface and contained to plant property.  “The volume is more like turning on a garden hose,” explains Menne. 

And Menne says on the recommendations of the US EPA, Ameren is already working on a fix.  “We are going to take corrective action here and basically what we’ll do is collect that seepage water and return it to the pond.” 

Meantime, he says it does bolster the company’s argument they need more storage for coal ash.  Ameren has proposed a landfill at the Labadie plant on the Missouri River that would store the byproduct in solid form with liners and built-in water collection system.

The Labadie Environmental Organization hasn’t been convinced.  The citizens group formed to fight the landfill plan.  

“This material should be handled safely, and in a flood plain is never the safest location,” argues LEO President Patricia Schuba.

Schuba has also been monitoring issues at Labadie’s aging retention ponds.  “I was personally shocked that the [Missouri] Department of Natural Resources was well aware of the situation also and there’s actually been no action, no testing on site.”

Schuba says it points to a lack of state and federal oversight.  “Missouri has a lack of regulations that allow for monitoring and follow-up at these sites.” But she adds, she thinks there’s more the state could be doing under current rules.

A recent study revealed higher than allowed levels of arsenic, lead and other potentially toxic substances in ground water near coal ash ponds in other states. 

“We’re concerned that this material is contaminating the flood plain right now.”

A proposal to allow Ameren’s coal ash landfill with some restrictions is on hold in the Franklin County Commission.

Copyright KMOX Radio
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 Poverty agencies face 50% cuts (AUDIO)

by Bob Priddy on September 2, 2011

in Human Interest
Nineteen organizations that serve Missourians in poverty are getting set to deal the disappearance of half of their money.  Community Action Agencies are involved in such thing as energy assistance, back to school fairs, tax help, utility assistance and other services.  They served 350-thousand Missourians last year.   State offices that funnel the federal grants to the agencies have told the agencies to be ready for 50 percent cuts in federal funding.

Executive Director Elaine West heads the Missouri Association for Community Action, which represents the 19 area agencies.  She says President Obama started the cuts rolling when he mentioned in his State of the Union speech that cuts in community action funding would have to be made…

But she says cutting the budget doesn’t cut the need. “We have 926,000 people that are labeled as living in poverty,” she says, “They may identify many needs but they’re going to have less funding to address them.”

The 50% cuts will go into effect on October first, the start of the new federal fiscal year. But West says things might get worse.  She calls the discussions of the special congressional budget cutting committee “very scary.”

New state law offers more information on doctors to the public

by Mike Lear on September 2, 2011

in Health & Medicine,Human Interest,Legislature,Politics & Government
A new state law means Missourians will have access to more information about their doctors. The law allows the State Board of Registration for the Healing Arts to release information about licensed physicians, in hopes of offering better transparency to patients.

Previous state statute allowed the Board to give out very little. Department of Insurance Spokesman Travis Ford says, “Really all the board could give to the public was a doctor’s name and address and license status.”  

Now, an individual can verify that a doctor has a license, where he or she went to medical school and what certification a doctor has, and soon information on disciplinary action will be available such as whether a court has ordered limitations to a doctor’s practice.

Any future information submitted to the board will also be released if it pertains to discipline or court-ordered limitations.

The law also broadens the Board’s authority to discipline doctors who violate the law. It can now:

· More effectively seek an immediate suspension of a physician’s license when the board believes the doctor is a danger to patients;

· Streamline the process for discipline of doctors;

· Move cases more quickly through the state Administrative Hearing Commission, which conducts hearings related to the discipline of doctors; and

· Discipline doctors for alcohol dependency, being on a sex offender registry or failing to cooperate with board investigations.

Information available to the public can be found by going to the licensee search on the Board’s website or with a call to its office. 
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How Conservative is Your Missouri Congressman?

By Albert Samaha Thu., Sep. 1 2011 at 8:40 AM 


Categories: Politics — Riverfront Times

Have you and your friends ever gotten into an argument over whether Todd Akin is more conservative than Billy Long? How about if Russ Carnahan is more liberal than William Lacy Clay Jr.?

Good news: thanks to Heritage Action for America, you now have stats to back up your stance.

Last week, the D.C.-based group-- a sister organization to the Heritage Foundation, a conservative think tank-- released its "Conservative Scorecard," which rates each U.S. Senator and Congressman based on their voting record in 2011. The scores are tabulated by how often a politician's votes align with Heritage Action's "preferred" vote on issues the organization considers particularly important (a total of 30 House votes and 19 Senate votes). Or as they explain it: "a comprehensive and revealing barometer of a lawmaker's willingness to fight for conservative policies in Congress."

Missouri's highest conservative mark went to Congressman Long (R-Springfield), who scored an 83 out of a possible 100 points. A close second, Congressman/Senate candidate Akin (R-Town & Country) scored 81. And at the other end of the spectrum, Senator Claire McCaskill was rated most liberal with a score of five.

Here's how the rest of the state's delegation shook out:

83- Billy Long (R-Springfield)
81- Todd Akin (R- Town & Country)
75- Vicky Hartzler (R-Harrisonville)
72- Roy Blunt (R-Senator)
60- Blaine Luetkemeyer (R-St. Elizabeth)
58- Sam Graves (R-Tarkio)
44- Jo Ann Emerson (R-Cape Girardeau)
14- Emanuel Cleaver III (D-Kansas City)
10- Williams Lacy Clay (D-St. Louis)
7- Russ Carnahan (D-St.Louis)
5- Claire McCaskill (D-Senator)

The scores were graded on a conservative curve, as evidenced by the fact that, even though Congress currently leans further to the right than at any point in (at least) the last 25 years, Republicans score more conservative than Democrats score liberal. For instance, out of the national field, no legislator scored 100 and only Senator Jim DeMint (R-South Carolina) scored a 99, while 28 legislators (all democrats) scored 0. This tilt appeared among the Missouri delegation, as the most liberal Republican scored 44, while the most conservative democrat scored 14. Of course, since this is intended to be a measurement of a legislator's dedication to conservative policies, the curve makes sense.

Ostensibly, the scorecard is nothing more than an amusing but irrelevant and inexact statistic. Like a baseball player's fielding percentage. After all, the selection of votes was relatively arbitrary and it would be absurd to conclude that Billy Long is necessarily more conservative than Todd Akin because of a single voting divergence. But the existence of this scorecard, a reminder that conservative voters are Keeping Score, does speak to a greater truth: the fear that many Republicans have of being out-flanked on the right. Just ask Mitt Romney. 

Report: Missouri Roads, Bridges Suck

By Sarah Fenske Thu., Sep. 1 2011 at 11:25 AM 


Categories: Life, Health, and ... Death — Riverfront Times

One out of every five rural roads in Missouri is in poor condition, according to a report released today by a Washington, D.C. transportation research group.

And nearly as many of Missouri's rural bridges -- eighteen percent -- are structurally deficient.

Those alarming statistics have been notched even as traffic on rural roads and bridges has greatly increased throughout the nation. The 34-page report, penned by an organization called TRIP, notes that travel per-lane mile is up 34 percent since 1990 on rural interstate routes -- and 15 percent on non-interstate rural roads.

"Traffic fatalities on the nation's rural roads occur at a rate more than three times higher than all other roads," the authors note. "A disproportionate share of fatalities take place on rural roads compared to the amount of traffic they carry."
So is there a bloodbath happening on Missouri roads? Surprisingly not: Our fatality rate per 100 million miles of travel on non-interstate rural roads is just 2.31 -- making us safer than nineteen other states.

Top state to bite it on a rural road? South Carolina, a state which has a fatality rate of 4.7 deaths per million miles of travel, roughly double the rate of Missouri's. Next up: Florida. All those oldsters driving around half-blind and half-senile, undoubtedly.

As for the state with the crappiest rural roads, Vermont takes the prize. TRIP concludes that 36 percent of its major rural roads are in poor condition. Missouri ties with Alaska for eleventh lousiest on that list; our bridges are considered the seventh worst in the nation, just behind Nebraska.
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Our Opinion: A test for policymakers in education, government

By News Tribune
Thursday, September 1, 2011

Performance-based evaluations have merit.

A difficulty arises in some disciplines, including education, where variables may skew performance.

An emphasis on performance-based education was at the heart of Gov. Jay Nixon’s message last week to educators and lawmakers at a Higher Education Summit.

“Our current funding approach is disconnected from statewide goals and needs,” the governor said. “It doesn’t give policymakers, or the public, confidence that the money we invest in public higher education is being used in the most effective way possible.”

We agree.

The critical question is how do we create performance-based methodology that is a fair and accurate barometer of education.

Education, at a minimum, involves two components — teaching and learning. Because students are unique, any two students exposed to the same teacher and lessons may learn differing amounts at different speeds.

Regarding higher education, a reasonable assumption would be that elementary and secondary education would narrow differences and put students on a relatively equal playing field at the college and university level.

That assumption would be incorrect.

Missouri’s 13 public four-year colleges and universities apply four criteria to incoming students. The criteria are highly selective, selective, moderately selective or open enrollment.

Open enrollment schools — including Lincoln University here — may admit any incoming students who have high school diploma or its equivalent.

LU President Carolyn Mahoney — as well as a number of other educators and state officials, including the governor — all agree open enrollment is a valuable component of education.

Mahoney fears, justifiably, that performance-based evaluations may discourage open enrollment policies. “The easiest way to graduate more students,” she observed, “is to not accept students who are not very prepared.”

We share those concerns.

Developing performance-based evaluations that do not discourage educational challenges is a laudable goal. Realistically, however, it will be a test for policymakers in both education and government.

Editorial: 

State funding should be a given

Published Sept. 2, 2011, The Maneater

Once again, a state funding education because it is legally required to do so is not an option: we have to create a sexy new model for it instead. Thank you, Gov. Jay Nixon.

Though this model is shiny and new, as the task force to find an alternative way of funding higher education has just been put together by the governor, I think we can all see where this is going: It’s the No Child Left Behind law 2.0 for public colleges and universities in the state of Missouri.

Nixon’s new plan, which he presented to university presidents and chancellors at his Governor’s Summit on Higher Education in August, spelled out a task force with different educational leaders across the state. It will be the jobs of the force, as well as the college and universities in question, to pinpoint goals for their schools by the year 2013. At that time, schools will receive funding based on how many of their goals they meet. So, if a school meets half of its goals, it gets half of its funding. Nixon claims this will cause state universities to start performing better.

That was what former President George Bush thought, too, with No Child Left Behind, and let’s just say, we think we all saw how that baby turned out.

America saw how basing schools’ funding on performance turned out. “Badly” is a kind word to use for the results. It was really a giant witch hunt — what teachers can we blame for schools performing poorly? Whom can we fire?

Setting those standards not only suffocated schools that were already begging for resources, but it also caused schools to forget the main point — that these kids are here to get an education and not to be tested more and more on their performance with a myriad of bubble exams.

Nixon’s new plan could urge colleges and universities to set lower goals for themselves in order to secure funding they desperately need. And in a time when they have already had to raise tuition costs for their students to bring in more funding, they are running out of options on how to afford to run their institutions from their own pockets.

Some education officials, as well as some in Jefferson City, think this will help schools perform better and add to the number of college graduates, as well as decrease the drop-out rate. Missouri has a lower drop-out rate than the U.S. average. It looks like we’re doing all right.

In addition, if MU has more money stripped from its coffers, the faculty pay predicament could get worse. We're not saying the faculty are grossly underpaid, but three years without a merit raise is a long time, and increasing expectations with the threat of negative reinforcement is unlikely to boost morale. 

The UM System Board of Curators has said it's going to make faculty pay a priority, but we've been hearing that for three years. Will faculty pay and benefits continue to be a priority if the state cuts more funding? We are, after all, the only university in the Association of American Universities without domestic partner benefits, and that's supposed to be a priority as soon as the school finds the funding too. 

The governor says he's serious about reforming education in Missouri, but we've already seen this backwoods plan fail in the K-12 public system when we called it "No Child Left Behind." Do we really think it's going to work better in the higher education system?

Let's face it. As much as our professors enjoy teaching at MU, they're hirable and could easily go elsewhere if they're unhappy. As students, we want the best professors, and we want MU to be able to recruit and keep them.

Letters to the editor, September 2, STL TODAY
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Despite media's focus on rare events, studies show vaccines are safe
Regarding "Some vaccines cause health problems in rare cases, study finds" (Aug. 26): Unfortunately, most readers will read only the first few words of the headline and not learn the full scope of the study.

By focusing the headline on the very rare, truly exceptional cases in which vaccines may lead to health problems, some readers now may have a false sense of fear regarding vaccines and may be less likely to have their children vaccinated. Others may have incorrectly inferred a link between immunization for measles, mumps and rubella and autism. There is no evidence of this link in this research or any other reputable, scientific work. As the Gateway Immunization Coalition works to mitigate the fear and anxiety caused by the false link made between immunizations and autism, such a negative headline undermines that work and the health of the general public.

Missouri ranks 50th in toddler immunization rates, in part because of a fear of negative immunization outcomes. These low rates leave our children vulnerable to diseases that are making a comeback in the United States, such as measles and pertussis. It is critically important that media outlets present the facts about immunization safety in a context that recognizes the years of damaging and inaccurate messages provided to parents and communities.

The Gateway Immunization Coalition encourages the media to support the health of women, children and families by carefully considering the consequences of headlines and articles. Our organization will continue to do its part to support the most important preventative health measure of our time, timely vaccination, for the health of our families and the health of the most vulnerable children in our region.

Deborah Artman • St. Louis
Co-Chairwoman, Gateway Immunization Coalition
Strong region, strong communities
Regarding "City wants out of contract" (Aug. 31): Fenton Mayor Dennis Hancock's desire to halt funding for a strategic plan for the Chrysler plant property is ironic. He believes the funding should be entirely the St. Louis County region's responsibility. Yet, when the entire region shops in his city, the Fenton mayor wants to keep every penny of sales tax for his city, rather than sharing some of those taxes with St. Louis County and other customers' communities through the sales tax pool, as has been the practice for generations.

Message to Mr. Hancock: A strong region helps keep Fenton and many other communities stronger than they would be if left on their own.

Andrew M. Stewart • Oakland
A bigger impact
I read with great interest that the McDonnell family is giving a huge cash donation to Mary Institute and St. Louis Country Day School "$21.5 million gift to MICDS to fund science, math facility," Aug. 31). It is wonderful to see such a giving family make such large donations, but I question its choice of recipients. I understand why the family feels the need to give to such a school, but I do question it.

Mary Institute is a school that attracts many of the affluent families in the St. Louis area. If parents want to send their children to such an institution, they should. However, there is already a good amount of money coming into that school on an annual basis.

If the McDonnells truly wanted to do something good for the community, why not give some of that $21 million to the inner-city schools that lack basics such as reading material.

Now that would be a huge donation.

Shiela Bachtell • St. Louis
Many teaching moments
It was fascinating to read the editorial "Teaching moment" (Aug. 29). The spirit of communication concerning Kit Crancer, state Sen. Jane Cunningham's chief of staff, and Otto Fajen, the chief lobbyist for the Missouri National Education Association, is heartening. As a retired teacher, I have been following the "Facebook bill" with interest. I am of the opposite political opinions when it comes to Ms. Cunningham, but I am proud to say I was Mr. Crancer's second-grade teacher. He stood out even as an 8-year-old.

He was fascinated with rules of debate and was beyond his years in compassion and fairness. He was persistent in his efforts to convince his classmates and me that we should help the children in the preschool at the Oklahoma City bombing. This led to a service project that was recognized by the governor of Oklahoma.

Kit inspired me to many "teachable moments"!

The editorial ended with good advice, very similar to the poster on my second-grade classroom wall all those years ago: "Talk nice(ly). Take turns. Listen. Share. Work together."

Susan Burney • Town and Country
Some other time
St. Louis County Executive Charlie A. Dooley wants to increase our property taxes so he can give his people an increase in wages. That's a very commendable attitude, but there are many folks without work who will be paying for the increases and for a long time. Some other time, Mr. Dooley.

I am a refugee of the American steel industry. When our company first experienced revenue problems, we were asked to take a 5 percent pay cut. When revenue and business improved, the pay cuts were restored.

Years later, we experienced another revenue crisis, this time we told there would be two 5 percent pay cuts. They never were restored.

A year later, after 31 years of service, I retired with a full pension and benefits. A few years later, the company declared bankruptcy and was sold. It no longer exists under any name.

My pension and benefits were cut 60 percent. Now many steel workers are asked to pay for others' benefits, pensions and cost-of-living adjustments. Public service employees need not be concerned about market share or profits; their safety net is the taxpayer.

Aim Calzone • Manchester
Fire the cronies
Who does St. Louis County Executive Charlie Dooley think he is? Doesn't he know that this kingdom belongs to the serfs — the property owners? Mr. Dooley says that without a tax increase, he would be forced to lay off county employees next year. He should start with his recent hires, and then move on to County Assessor Jake Zimmerman's political cronies who were hired. That could save the county more than half a million dollars.

If Mr. Dooley wants money to cover added expense, let the county employees cover the increase in their health insurance premiums and pay for increased contributions to their retirement funds.

I have not had an increase in my Social Security benefits for several years. Medicare premiums have increased, as has the cost of supplemental health insurance — if you are lucky enough to be able to afford it.

Did Mr. Dooley wake up and decide it was time to stick it to the property owners again?

What doesn't he understand? We are on the brink of a recession. Unemployment is at 9.5 percent. Foreclosures are at an all-time high. Home sales are at the lowest level since 2006. Property values have decreased.

At least we have six County Council members who oppose a tax increase.

Mr. Dooley should require county employees to do more and be more efficient. If they don't like it, they can find a job in the private sector.

Felix C. Washburn • St. Louis County
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Spay and neuter cats
In light of the terrible tragedy for the poor cats forced to live in unbelievably horrific and deadly conditions in the Northland hoarding situation, I think the media should stress the importance of spaying and neutering cats and at an early age (8/30, A1, “‘The worst case of cat hoarding I’ve ever seen’”).

A majority of the cats in the woman’s house were probably born there as a result of their parents’ not being fixed. A pair of unaltered cats and their offspring can produce hundreds of cats in a short time.

This is just a sad example of the outcome of extreme irresponsibility magnified. With many low-cost spay and neuter clinics available in the Kansas City area (in some cases for free) there is no excuse not to spay and neuter before things get out of control.

The bottom line is for people to spay and neuter their pets. People also should consider doing the same thing for other people’s pets if those individuals are unable to afford it themselves. Even consider fixing the abandoned stray cat that unwittingly ends up on your doorstep.

One person can make a difference. 

Kim Boultinghouse
Kansas City
Contract consequences
Perhaps, the Kansas City school board may want to consider an action against the Michigan Education Achievement Authority for tortuous interference with the contract in the John Covington superintendent fiasco. This might send a message to city and school board employees, as well as third parties, that such conduct will not be tolerated and that there are consequences not only to those in affected school districts, but to them as well.

H. Jonathan Pratt
Kansas City
Grammar matters
The use of “a” instead of “an” with phrases such as “a historical account” has been accepted practice for years. In my mind it still reads and sounds wrong.

The recent letter writer who questioned the use of incorrect grammar on TV is far from alone with her concern. However, schools should not be blamed for “dumbing our students down.” With the world’s terrors, disasters and suffering, grammar usage seems a small issue, and the classrooms of America are staffed with professionals who have high expectations for their students.

Please stop blaming schools and teachers. Anyone with a plan to combat the use and proliferation of incorrect grammar would receive thanks and support from thousands. It better be terrific, though, else me and you and anyone who cares is still gonna be wear we our at.

Susan Hodes
Leawood
Health care choice?
A recent federal appeals panel vote that overturned the individual mandate portion of the health care overhaul package will reopen wounds that are annually bleeding out of control to the cost of $43 billion.

Placing these estimated 50 million uninsured people back into hospital emergency rooms is by far the most costly form of patient care. These uncollected charges are eventually being subsidized through higher premiums by those of us who possess a strong sense of obligation to actually carry health insurance.

Kansas Gov. Sam Brownback’s support of this repeal, with statements indicating the original plan removed the “freedom of choice” in people to make their own health care decisions, prompts an interesting solution: It has always been proposed that the revised plan would be a sliding scale premium base with income and age sensitivity triggers.

But let’s throw the “freedom of choice” back into the discussion. Should you exercise your choice to opt out and not participate, you may do so — but you also forgo your ER care option.

No shirt, no shoes, no insurance, no admittance. Your choice, though.

Happy, Sam?

Steve Meyers
Raytown
Krugman’s targets
Paul Krugman has lots of credentials and some real crazy ideas. For one thing, he thinks the solution to our problems is name calling and wild characterization of folks who have a different opinion.

He also seems to have a serious problem with folks who work for a living, pay their taxes, are the bulwark of the community and don’t have credit card debt. He calls them “extremists.” Strangely, they believe our country should reflect those values. 

Maybe the real question facing America is how people like Krugman get so many column inches to advance their bizarre ideas.

Charles Larson
St Joseph
Silencing voices on health care in Missouri
I was distressed to learn that when the interim committee on health exchanges held a hearing in Kansas City on Aug. 16 that only one of the more than 70 citizens who appeared to testify was allowed to speak. These citizens of Missouri wanted to explain how their lives would be improved by an exchange.

They wanted to say that Health Marketplaces would improve quality, increase transparency and give consumers greater control and more choice, in addition to providing much needed competition that would help bring costs down. 

Instead, those attending the hearing heard from invited guests of the committee — health insurance executives, brokers, doctors and others who oppose the Affordable Care Act. 

These partisan hearings must be stopped. I want people in Kansas City to know that in the St. Louis area we are outraged by this behavior. We are writing letters, calling legislators and will demand that when the committee comes to St. Louis our voices be heard. 

Mary Clemons
President
Women’s Voices Raised
for Social Justice
Kirkwood, Mo.
Political mudslinging
As an independent, it’s frustrating to dutifully read all sides of political debate. While readers can see some truth on each side, they are unable to discern decisive facts, as so many issues are muddied with half-truths and personal agenda.

Most Americans understandably grow weary of political attacks, on both sides, which bludgeon political opponents with deceitful misinformation and political mudslinging intended to win voters over.

Perilously we can turn a deaf ear to it all and simply vote on our gut instinct, using little effort as to where a candidate’s true beliefs lie.

Even more dangerous, there are so many conspiratorial theories that we have come to discount them habitually. We may not recognize a concerted conspiracy when it arrives to rob us of our freedoms, as President Abraham Lincoln and DeTocqueville cautioned us.

Our forefathers thought it vital to keep involved in our country’s political fabric, locally as well as nationally. Ardent students of history, they knew that freedom can be lost by conspiratorial, political deceit. 

Once lost, despotic oppression reigns anew, and as history most often reveals, freedom is regained only by bloody revolution — all avoided by caring enough to protect our freedoms in the first place.

Michael McCray
Overland Park
Good news story
I was filled with joy as I witnessed the recent dedication of an amazing playground at Wheatley Elementary. The looks on the faces of more than 100 children with special needs who saw this playground for the first time is imprinted on my heart.

Cheers and laughter filled the air. Volunteers, who had spent countless hours designing and assembling this wonder, along with teachers, administrators and parents in the district, could barely hold back the tears during the dedication.

This was the story about the Kansas City School District that should have been on the front page of The Star, along with pictures that showed joy, goodness and love. 

When the world in which we live is starving for good news, I beg our newspapers to give stories like this the space and placement they deserve.

Ann Joyner
Overland Park
