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Repeal of Missouri law limiting teacher-student interaction on Facebook moves forward

The Republic
By Jason Hancock  St. Louis Post-Dispatch
First Posted: September 12, 2011 - 2:53 pm, Last Updated: September 12, 2011 - 2:53 pm


JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. — Legislation repealing most of a controversial new law limiting teacher-student conversations through social networking sites such as Facebook cleared another hurdle Monday, receiving initial approval from the Missouri Senate.

The state Senate needs to approve the bill in one more vote before it moves to the House.

The vote comes after Cole County Circuit Judge Jon Beetem last month blocked the law from taking effect because of concerns that it infringes on free-speech rights.

The original law, sponsored by Republican state Sen. Jane Cunningham, included provisions prohibiting teachers from having private online conversations with students. It said teachers may not “establish, maintain, or use a non-work-related Internet site” that allows the posting of information that is available only to the teacher and a student, which some interpreted as prohibiting teachers from using sites that allow private messages, like Facebook.

Opponents of the law said it could cut off even the most innocent online exchanges, such as questions about homework assignments, and worried that it could bar teachers from communicating with their own children online.

Cunningham’s new bill repeals the law’s most controversial provision and replaces it with a mandate that school districts develop their own social media policy by March 1, 2012. Those policies must include “the use of electronic media and other mechanisms to prevent improper communications between staff members and students.”

Most school districts already have such a policy in place, Cunningham said.

During debate Monday, no one spoke in opposition to the bill.

Despite widespread support in the Legislature — and from groups that have previously opposed the online communications provisions, such as the Missouri State Teachers Association, the Missouri School Boards Association and the Missouri National Education Association — one lingering question remains: Is the bill constitutional?

When Missouri Gov. Jay Nixon included the education bill in his narrow special session agenda, he specifically said lawmakers could only repeal the electronic communications provision, not revise it. The state Constitution gives the governor the authority to determine which matters lawmakers can consider during a special session.

Cunningham said the governor can decide which subjects lawmakers can discuss but can’t limit how they act on those subjects, pointing to a 1922 Missouri Supreme Court decision that she says backs up her argument.

Analysis: Mo. lawmakers test special session limit

Houston Chronicle
DAVID A. LIEB, Associated Press
Updated 03:55 p.m., Monday, September 12, 2011 

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) — Missouri lawmakers appear poised to give Gov. Jay Nixon more than he asked for during a special legislation session.

And that could create legal uncertainty for several high-profile issues, including Missouri's role in the 2012 presidential race, aid to Joplin tornado victims and the fine line between proper and improper Internet chats among teachers and students.

A week into the extraordinary session called by Nixon, lawmakers have in bipartisan fashion endorsed several bills that appear to go beyond the narrow agenda set by the governor. Under the Missouri Constitution, legislators are supposed to act only upon subjects specially designated by the governor while they are in special session.

Nixon, a Democrat, went to great lengths to try to limit the scope of the debate for what he hoped would be "a crisp, effective session." Lawmakers contend he went too far by setting such narrow parameters. If they pass legislation stretching the limits of Nixon's agenda — and if Nixon signs those bills into law — it could be up to a judge to decide whether the legislation is legal.

Here's a look at some of the issues on which lawmakers are challenging the boundaries of Nixon's agenda:

TEACHERS ON FACEBOOK

Nixon's agenda: To repeal a new Missouri law limiting teachers' interaction with students over online sites such as Facebook. Nixon's written proclamation specifically states that his repeal request "should not be construed to allow or permit amendments to those subsections or to otherwise enact revised or new language."

The Senate nonetheless is considering a bill that would repeal the current law and replace it with a requirement for local school districts to develop policies about employee-student communication via electronic media.

Sponsoring Sen. Jane Cunningham, R-Chesterfield, contends the constitution gives governors the authority only to set the matters to be considered during a special session, not to limit the Legislature's action on those matters. Applied to this case, that would mean the governor could call upon lawmakers to consider the law about teacher-student communications but could not prescribe that they must repeal the law instead of revise it.

Cunningham cites a 1922 Missouri Supreme Court case that said a Legislature in special session "does not have to follow the views of the governor and legislate in a particular way upon the submitted subject." That sentence, however, was not the main point of the court case. In fact, the Supreme Court ruled that lawmakers in a 1921 special session had gone beyond the governor's prescribed subject of creating justice-of-the-peace districts in St. Louis to also establish constable districts. The court struck down the law.

Democratic Rep. Chris Kelly, a former Boone County associate circuit court judge from Columbia, plans to handle the legislation in the House.

"The argument that it goes beyond the (governor's) call is constitutionally fatuos," meaning it is so wrong that it would be ridiculous to even make, Kelly said. "The governor can call a special (session); he can't define every little thing we do."

PRESIDENTIAL PRIMARY:

Nixon's agenda: "To enact legislation moving Missouri's presidential primary to the first Tuesday after the first Monday in March" instead of in February as currently scheduled. The election change is needed for Missouri to comply with national Republican and Democratic party guidelines for the presidential race.

The House nonetheless passed a bill 147-2 last week that not only changes the date but also raises the filing fee that presidential candidates must pay to their political parties from the current $1,000 to $5,000 for the 2012 elections and $10,000 for the 2016 elections and beyond.

Sponsoring Rep. Tony Dugger, R-Hartville, cited a similar reasoning as Cunningham, asserting that the fee increase was constitutional because it related to the presidential primary even though it was not specifically mentioned in Nixon's proclamation setting the special session.

"I think the presidential primary is the matter here, and I think it's open after that — we can work on anything about the presidential primary," Dugger said.

What if a presidential candidate objects to the fee increase and challenges the law in court?

Dugger said he believed a judge could invalidate the fee increase while leaving intact the new election date. In the 1922 case, however, the Supreme Court struck down full legislation.

DISASTER RELIEF

Nixon's agenda: "To enact legislation establishing a mechanism for commercial property to be removed on a pro rata basis from the tax book if such commercial property is destroyed by a natural disaster." The intent is to provide a property tax break for businesses destroyed by the Joplin tornado or other disasters, similar to what already exists in some places for homeowners.

The House nonetheless passed a bill 149-0 last week that not only offers the particular tax break sought by Nixon but also authorizes special Tax Increment Financing districts in Joplin other disaster areas that would divert state sales and income taxes to help with redevelopment.

Rep. Tom Flanigan, R-Carthage, who sponsored the amendment expanding the disaster relief legislation, said he wasn't concerned that it could go beyond Nixon's proclamation for the special session.

"It's certainly within the spirit," Flanigan said.

Although not mentioned on Nixon's agenda, the House also passed two other bills last week related to disaster relief. One would authorize the use of $150 million from the state's rainy day fund for disaster response efforts. The other would create a legislative committee to oversee the use of that money. Unlike with the other bills, sponsoring Rep. Ryan Silvey, R-Kansas City, acknowledges that the reserve-fund legislation goes beyond Nixon's agenda and thus would be unconstitutional. But lawmakers passed the two bills on the hope that Nixon would expand the agenda to cover them.

The governor, so far, has given no indication that he will bend his agenda to the desire of lawmakers.

___

EDITOR'S NOTE — David A. Lieb has covered government and politics for The Associated Press since 1995. He can be reached at http://twitter.com/DavidALieb.

Costs, benefits of Mo. airport tax breaks analyzed

CandianBusiness.com
By AP  | September 13, 2011 
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) — A cost-benefit analysis intended to address senators' concerns about a proposed tax credit targeting international trade resulted in more questions Monday from senators who appear to remain divided over the centerpiece of Missouri's special legislative session.

The "aerotropolis" tax credit has been promoted as a way to help transform Lambert-St. Louis International Airport into a cargo hub for Chinese airlines and other international shippers by offering incentives for nearby warehouses and manufacturers that would handle products moving into and out of the airport. Senators are scheduled to start debate on the measure Tuesday as part of a broader bill overhauling the state's many tax credits and business incentives.

In an unusual procedure Monday night, senators met publicly as a large group — though not in an official session or committee — to review an analysis by the state Department of Economic Development on the potential costs and benefits to the state were the tax credits to be enacted by lawmakers and issued to a couple of hypothetical companies.

The analysis assumed the construction of a $10 million, 400,000 sq.-foot warehouse that would hire 160 employees to handle cargo moving through the St. Louis airport. Based on the particular combination of tax credits it would receive, the amount of tax revenues generated for the state could either double the amount of tax credits issued or fall short of breaking even over 10 to 15 years.

The analysis showed a net benefit to state revenues under all its scenarios for a hypothetical $4.7 million machinery manufacturing facility that would employ 40 people.

But some lawmakers questioned the underlying assumptions used for the analysis.

Sen. Jason Crowell, R-Cape Girardeau, a leading critic of the legislation, asked the agency to re-run the economic modeling to include the possibility of facilities also using an existing state tax credit for entities that amass large swaths of land in impoverished areas. If companies are able to claim those additional tax breaks, the return in state revenues would decline — though the exact amount remains to be determined, said Chris Pieper, a legal counsel for the Department of Economic Development.

Crowell also questioned whether the warehouse size and job assumptions used for the model might be too large.

Sen. Maria Chappelle-Nadal, D-St. Louis, asked the agency to further analyze the air-cargo tax credits to account for existing warehouse space in St. Louis and the potential impact on other modes of transportation, such as roads and bridges.

Sen. Luann Ridgeway, R-Smithville, questioned whether a business could tear down an existing warehouse and use the proposed tax credit to cover both the demolition and construction costs of a new warehouse.

In some cases, the senators' questions could not immediately be answered.

Depending on the ratio of the tax credit issued, a warehouse would need to produce between 9 and 14 jobs for every $1 million of investment to produce a positive return to the state, Pieper said. He said a manufacturing facility would need to produce three or four jobs for each $1 million of investment to produce a positive return to the state, again depending on the tax credit rate.

Sen. Brad Lager, R-Savannah, who requested the cost-benefit analysis, said the analysis of the cargo tax credit program shows a better potential to benefit the state than several existing state tax credit programs.

"We're at least in the ballpark of making sure Missouri taxpayers are made whole," Lager said.

Lawmaker Wants Opt-out Option From Federal Stimulus

OzarksFirst.com
Monday, September 12 2011

 (Jefferson City, MO) -- Columbia State Sen. Kurt Schaefer wants the Missouri to be able say "No Thanks" to any new federal stimulus money.

Schaefer introduced a resolution on the Senate floor Monday calling on the state's congressional delegation to work towards including "opt out" language in crafting legislation growing from President Barack Obama's job stimulation plan.

Schaefer says he doesn't want the state left holding the bag for programs created by the federal government once any seed money from the government runs out.

"If the federal government comes to us, or any other state, and says, 'Here's what's on the table', we should have the ability in this building to debate that...so that we have the decision making ability, as is our constitutional responsibility, to decide if we want to take the money or not."

Schaefer's resolution was read into the Senate Journal. It is non-binding and did not require a vote.



(Dick Aldrich, Missouri News Horizon) 

Senate Gives 'Facebook Fix' First Round Approval

OzarksFirst.com
Monday, September 12 2011

 (Jefferson City, MO) -- The Missouri Senate has given first round approval to legislation that would allow school districts to set their own policies when it comes to teacher communication with students through social media websites.

The so-called "Facebook Fix" to legislation sponsored by Sen. Jane Cunningham, R-Chesterfield, passed by voice vote in less than 15 minute on the Senate floor Monday afternoon.

The bill requires school districts to have policies in place by March 1 and expands those covered by the policies to include school employees and staff, including administrators.

Cunningham says her bill has unanimous support among school groups, such as teachers' organizations and the Missouri School Boards Association. She says the school boards association has drafted model language for districts to use.

The bill will almost certainly breeze through both houses of the legislature this week. Less certain is how it will fare when it reaches the governor's desk. Governor Nixon, in his call for the special session of the legislature said the electronic communication portion of the bill should be stripped out of the bill, but not necessarily rewritten. Last week, a spokesman for the governor said Nixon was standing by his original intentions. 

Spokesman Scott Holste said it was too early to say what might happen should the bill reach the governor's desk.   


(Dick Aldrich, Missouri News Horizon) 

Study backs St. Louis cargo hub idea

By STEVE KRASKE, The Kansas City Star
Posted on Mon, Sep. 12, 2011 11:06 PM
A new financial analysis suggests that Missouri generally would come out ahead by subsidizing a proposed air cargo hub in St. Louis dubbed Aerotropolis.

Gov. Jay Nixon hailed the finding as offering a “pathway forward” for a controversial economic development plan that is the subject of a special legislative session under way in Jefferson City.

“The analysis … clearly shows that with the right taxpayer protections in place, these incentives have real potential to create jobs, boost our exports and grow our economy,” said Nixon, who has been traveling the state in support of the jobs plan.

Critics, however, were quietly questioning some aspects of the study, which was prepared by the state Department of Economic Development.

Whether the cargo hub flies with lawmakers is important to Kansas City because, besides transforming Lambert-St. Louis International Airport into an international cargo hub, the bill provides new job retention dollars to fend off attempts by Kansas to lure companies across the state line. The plan includes a provision to boost science and technology businesses as well.

But with its $300 million-plus cost, the most contentious part of the economic development package remains the Aerotropolis plan. Some lawmakers said Monday that if it fizzles, the rest of the package could fail.

State senators reviewed the financial numbers during a work session Monday evening in the Capitol. The Senate adjourned the special session last week to give senators more time to study the plan, with leaders expected to take up the sweeping measure once again today.

Yet its prospects remained uncertain.

“It just doesn’t feel like there’s a deal in the air right now,” Sen. Jolie Justus, a Kansas City Democrat, said Monday afternoon. 

Justus said she remained undecided on the package.

Sen. Brad Lager, a Savannah Republican, said he still questioned how much the state is spending on tax credits to build low-income housing and to preserve historic buildings around the state.

Under the package the Senate is considering, the amount spent on those tax credits would drop to help pay for Aerotropolis. But the cuts to those programs aren’t deep enough, Lager argued, especially because those tax credits aren’t good deals for taxpayers.

“We never spend our own money this way,” Lager said. “Why is it OK to spend the taxpayers’ money this way? I fundamentally disagree with it.”

Another senator, LuAnn Ridgeway, a Smithville Republican, told the Missourinet radio network that she may slow down the bill because the measure has a secondary agenda, which is to manage the debt of the underutilized Lambert airport.

The bill’s fate may be better known by tonight, Lager said.

“Hopefully by Tuesday evening … we’ll have a better understanding of what the future holds,” he said.

Missouri may do away with foreign adoption subsidy 

St. Louis Post-Dispatch - BY VIRGINIA YOUNG 
Posted: Tuesday, September 13, 2011 12:06 am 

JEFFERSON CITY • A little-noticed provision in the sweeping tax credit overhaul slated for debate today in the Missouri Senate would eliminate a state subsidy for international adoptions.

The goal, say those pushing the change, is to shift foreign adoption tax credits — up to $2 million a year — toward abused and neglected children in Missouri.

Specifically, the money would increase the pool of tax credits available for parents who adopt children in the state's foster care system and donors who give to certain social services agencies geared to children.

Advocates of parents who adopt overseas say they were caught off-guard by the proposal, which has been overshadowed by the bill's big-ticket items, such as an Aerotropolis tax credit to build a China freight hub in St. Louis.

While the use of foreign adoption subsidies has declined in recent years as international adoptions plummeted, the tax credit program's advocates defend it as a crucial tool that enables moderate-income families to adopt children who might otherwise languish in orphanages.

"I just think every kid, it doesn't matter where they were born, deserves a chance at a loving home and a loving family," said Dale Ann Epley of Florissant.

Epley and her husband, Greg Epley, adopted their daughter, Annabelle, now 3, from China in 2009. Dale Ann Epley said the tax break "was a big deal" for the couple, who spent about four years working on the adoption, including two weeks in China.

The state credit gives adoptive parents up to $10,000 in tax relief to offset adoption-related expenses such as travel and legal fees. Because most families don't pay $10,000 in taxes in a single year, recipients can receive the credit in installments over up to five years. Families also can sell the tax credits for cash.

Eliminating the credit for international adoptions was recommended by the Tax Credit Review Commission appointed last year by Gov. Jay Nixon. The commission said simply that subsidizing foreign adoption reduced funding for Missouri children in crisis.

"We didn't hear from anybody on the issue," said Sen. Jolie Justus, D-Kansas City and co-chair of the subcommittee that examined the social services credits. Because the group was trying to save money, dropping the international adoption subsidy 'seemed to be a no-brainer," she said.

The law was designed to encourage the adoption of children with special needs, a designation that many had thought would steer it to children in the foster care system.

But the Missouri Department of Social Services determined that special needs children included those from other countries, in part, due to their ethnicity.

In fact, parents seeking the subsidy for international adoptions used to receive 90 percent of the available tax credits, which prompted questions in a 2004 audit by then-auditor and now U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill.

The Legislature subsequently revamped the tax credit program so that $2 million was earmarked for Missouri resident adoptions and $2 million for international adoptions.

Later, lawmakers added a Children in Crisis subsidy that lets certain children's agencies award tax credits to donors. However, those credits, worth 50 percent of a gift, are limited to any leftover tax credits in the $2 million pool for Missouri adoptions.

The agencies that use that program to attract gifts are: court-appointed special advocates, child advocacy centers and crisis care nurseries. Last year, their donors redeemed $429,398 in credits.

Beth Dessem, executive director of the Missouri Court-Appointed Special Advocates Association, said the credit helped encourage new donors and increase the size of gifts.

But the agencies are never sure how much will be available because they only receive what isn't used by resident adoptions. If more credits were set aside for Children in Crisis, the agencies could market the tax break with more certainty, Dessem said.

Asked her opinion of eliminating the international adoption credit, Dessem said, "I think any efforts to find safe homes for children are good, but I'd like to see our Missouri children served first."

Even some supporters of the international adoption credit say they're willing to scrap it, primarily because foreign adoptions have decreased.

Sen. John Lamping, R-Ladue, notes that Americans adopted only 3,400 children from China last year, down from a high of about 6,800 in 2003. Lamping himself used the credit when he adopted two daughters, now ages 8 and 11, from China and a son, 13, from Russia.

But now, with the state looking to make all its tax credits more efficient and productive, the international adoption tax credit is on the chopping block, he said.

"This is a tax credit reform bill. We are dramatically changing all of them in some way, shape or form," Lamping said.

Cory Barron works for Children's Hope International, a St. Louis adoption agency that helps families with foreign adoptions. Barron said that while fewer families use the tax credit now, more children adopted from overseas have special needs such as missing limbs or heart problems.

The credit "is huge for adopting families, especially if they need therapy, equipment, special schooling," Barron said. He also notes that compared with the hundreds of millions of dollars being considered for development programs, the program's $2 million outlay is "very small.

"This can really help a family make that decision, if they know they're going to have that tax credit to pay for those extra services," he said.

Missouri Senate gives initial approval to revision of teacher-Facebook law

Springfield News-Leader
5:11 PM, Sep. 12, 2011  


JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) — The Missouri Senate has endorsed legislation revising a contentious new state law that limits teacher communications with students over the Internet.

The bill given initial approval Monday would repeal a law barring teachers from using websites that give "exclusive access" to students. The provision already had been temporarily blocked by a judge last month because of free-speech concerns.

Gov. Jay Nixon asked lawmakers to repeal the measure during a special legislative session. But lawmakers are going a step further. The Senate bill replaces the current law with a new one requiring school districts to come up with policies on employee-student communications by March 1.

The bill needs a second Senate vote before it can go to the House.
---
Teacher bill is SB1.
Online:
Legislature: http://www.moga.mo.gov
Missouri Senate approves revision to 'Facebook law' 
By Jason Rosenbaum and Jo Mannies, Beacon reporters    
Posted 6:17 pm Mon., 9.12.11 

The Missouri Senate gave first-round approval Monday afternoon to a bill aimed at correcting language in a newly enacted law -- already in the courts -- that appears to ban most private teacher-student interaction on the Internet, including via email, Facebook and Twitter.

The voice vote signals that the measure -- one of several on the special session agenda -- will likely move quickly out of the Senate and to the House, which does not reconvene until Wednesday.

The Senate bill could face resistance from Gov. Jay Nixon, however, because it attempts to revise the provision in question. Nixon, Missouri's former attorney general, wants an outright repeal. He has called for a commission to then consider the matter.

State Sen. Jane Cunningham, (right) R-Chesterfield, sponsored the bill revising the language. She also sponsored the original bill, which was aimed at discouraging communication that could encourage educators who are sexual predators.

Cunningham's revision won unaninmous approval of a Senate committee last week -- largely because the new wording is supported by associations representing teachers, administrators and school boards, as well as social-conservative groups.

The new wording, in effect, requires local school districts to come up with a policy for social-media communication. But the compromise doesn't go into the particulars of what the policy should be, beyond some broad outlines. It also gives districts more time, until March 2012, to put some a policy in place.

Two lawsuits have been filed since the original provisions went into effect in late August, with a judge already barring its implementation over free-speech concerns.

Cunningham told the Senate before today's vote that the new language will "protect teachers' rights" and provide school boards with the flexibilities to enact policies of their own. She also said that educating groups - such as the MNEA and MSTA - signed off the bill. "This allows the local school district the burden and the responsibility and the authority to develop and implement a policy."

While supportive of Cunningham's efforts, state Sen. Jolie Justus, (left) D-Kansas City, said she was concerned with trying to statutorily regulate technology "because it changes so quickly."

Said Justus in an exchange with Cunningham, "I had a couple of teachers over the weekend ask me a question ... 'Can I have a Facebook page?' And the answer, I think is, 'I don't know.' Is that the answer? I mean, is it going to be up to the school boards?"

"Yes it will be up to the school boards," Cunningham replied, adding that she believed the changed language did address the issue of rapidly changing technology.

Developer's PACs funnel cash Ten committees his firm funds send money to both parties' politicians; he is a big beneficiary of tax credits. 

St. Louis Post-Dispatch - BY TONY MESSENGER 
Posted: Sunday, April 26, 2009 12:00 am 

JEFFERSON CITY - They have names such as "Advocacy for Special Needs," "Coalition for Disability Rights" and "Alliance for Elderly Health Care."

But the political action committees spending hundreds of thousands of dollars on campaign contributions to Missouri politicians don't have much to do with special needs, disabilities or health care.

They have everything to do with one of Missouri's biggest developers.

A Post-Dispatch examination of campaign records going back to 2007 shows that developer Jeffrey E. Smith of Columbia is using the committees to funnel hundreds of thousands of dollars of cash to key decision makers in state government.

Smith's name doesn't show up anywhere on the Missouri Ethics Commission documents, but a company he owns is providing all of the funding for the 10 committees. And those committees - under the control of Smith's top lobbyist - are in turn writing checks to politicians in both parties, including Gov. Jay Nixon and St. Louis Mayor Francis Slay, both Democrats, and House Majority Floor Leader Steve Tilley, a Republican.

At the same time, Smith is one of the state's biggest beneficiaries of government tax credits. Just this year, one of Smith's companies was given $6.7 million in tax credits, for a project in Columbia.

Since 2004, Smith's companies have been awarded at least $26 million for low-income housing projects in O'Fallon, St. Peters and Columbia.

Smith develops, builds and manages low-income housing complexes all over the country, including in the St. Louis area. The tax credits offer an incentive to build affordable housing, but Smith also profits by acting as a middleman in selling the tax credits for other projects. He is involved in buying and selling historic tax credits that have been instrumental in downtown redevelopment in St. Louis and Kansas City.

Those tax credits are becoming one of the legislative session's biggest stories, as questions over whether to cap them and provide more oversight have stalled passage of a jobs bill that is the top priority of the governor. Smith stands to lose millions of dollars if changes are made to the state's tax credit programs.

Key decision-makers in the debate, including Sen. Brad Lager, R-Savannah, have been the recipients of political donations made by Smith through his committees.

Missouri politicians refer to the practice of moving money from committee to committee as "laundering" or "washing" the donations. Such moves violate state law if the purpose is to "conceal the actual source of the contribution."

The law is designed to provide transparency, to show who is spending money trying to influence elected officials.

Under Missouri's new campaign finance law, which allows unlimited campaign donations, the campaign committees are unnecessary. Smith could write checks of $100,000 or more directly to candidates. But he makes no donations in his own name, preferring to use the committees.

Why?

Smith's lobbyist, Harry Gallagher, said there was nothing wrong with the various names of Smith's committees, because he had many business interests.

"The record speaks for itself," Gallagher said.

Here's one example of how Smith's donations work:

In February, Smith gave each of his 10 committees $5,000. Then the "special needs" PAC gave $1,000 each to the "quality building" PAC and the "responsible building" PAC. Both those PACs, in turn, made $1,000 donations to Tilley, who controls the flow of legislation in the House.

That same month, Smith's Coalition for Disability Rights PAC gave $1,000 each to two other PACs he controls, the Citizens for Insurance Reform and the Alliance for Elderly Health Care.

Those two committees, again, donated similar amounts to Tilley.

Tilley said he saw nothing wrong with the arrangement.

"I assumed it was from Jeffrey," he said of the donations. He said all sorts of business interests used political action committees to make donations. "You're not going to stop that," Tilley said.

The Missouri Ethics Commission has done little over the years to police that type of money moving.

Smith did not return telephone messages and e-mails left at his office. Gallagher said Smith was out of the country and couldn't be reached for comment.

OTHERS USE PACS

Smith is hardly the only donor in Missouri to use pass-through committees to get money to political candidates.

Retired St. Louis millionaire Rex Sinquefield set up dozens of PACs to bypass campaign finance limits. But the names of Sinquefield's committees identified his top issues, school choice and tax policy. Also, he - not a company he owned - was listed as donor. Finally, when the law changed to eliminate limits, Sinquefield started writing $50,000 and $100,000 checks.

Not so for Smith. Why isn't he writing the checks himself?

"That's a good question," Gallagher said.

Smith, a Columbia businessman whose name graces a business institute at his alma mater at the University of Missouri, uses 10 committees with a variety of names to make his donations. Each is funded exclusively from donations made by Capital Health Management Inc., a company Smith owns.

Smith uses more than 100 companies to manage his sprawling development business, according to secretary of state records, making it difficult to track all of his tax credits and other government ties. Smith helped lawmakers write the low-income housing tax credit law in 1990, and has fended off suggested changes to it for years.

Smith's principal company is JES Holdings LLC. Under that umbrella, he establishes different entities for each construction project. Most of his business involves low-income, senior or multi-family housing, which qualify for state and federal tax credits as an incentive to provide needed housing.

Among his projects are senior living and affordable housing projects in St. Peters and St. Charles, and a loft redevelopment project on Mississippi Street near Lafayette Square. Smith was also involved in the redevelopment of the Sheraton City Center in St. Louis. All of the projects tapped into one of the state's tax credit programs.

Smith uses another company, Affordable Equity Partners, to buy and sell the tax credits. Smith then uses his construction firm, Bear Land Development, on many projects. Finally, Capital Health Management, the company he uses to give money to legislators, manages many of the facilities.

Since July 17, 2007, when he seeded eight of his PACs with $24,000 each, Smith has spent at least $319,385 in political contributions. And Smith continued to use his committees for donations even after the campaign finance law changed, making it legal to give unlimited donations to politicians.

The biggest individual recipients of Smith's money control the flow of legislation: Tilley, R-Perryville, in the House; and Senate president pro tem Charlie Shields, R-St. Joseph.

Tilley received $10,000 from various Smith committees. Shields brought in $5,000. Most of the rest of Smith's donations were sent to other party committees, making it harder to track who received the money.

In Tilley's case, each of Smith's 10 committees gave directly to the floor leader. Most committees also gave to a PAC for which Tilley raises money, the Missouri Leadership Committee.

But for many politicians, the donations first are given to party committees that also receive funds from other sources.

Smith's party committee of choice is the Republican Sixth Congressional District Committee, which received $162,000 from Smith's various PACs during the time period the Post-Dispatch examined.

In one case, one of Smith's committees called the Coalition for Advanced Learning made $6,250 in donations to the Sixth committee in October 2008. The Sixth then made a contribution to Sen. Brad Lager's campaign and sent the rest of the money to the Republican Party and yet another committee.

During the fall campaign, the various party committees that Smith contributed to backed several people who could influence both legislation on tax credits and the awarding of them. Those include Lager; Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder, all three candidates for governor; and leaders in the House and Senate in both parties, including Minority House Leader Paul LeVota.

By obscuring the donations and commingling them with other funds, there's no way to determine for whom the money was intended, unless the committee admits that was the plan from the beginning.

PASSING THROUGH

One recipient of Smith's funds had no problem explaining how the committee pass-throughs work. Rich Blakley of Viburnum is an advocate for disabled rights. He runs a political action committee called Missouri Disability Rights PAC.

Blakley was a vocal critic of the 2005 Medicaid cuts. But his PAC didn't have much money to fight them. Then in June 2007 he got a call from somebody who worked for Smith.

"What they asked was, 'If we feed your PAC some money, will you send some of the money to issues and candidates we support?'" Blakley said.

He said he had never met or talked to Smith, but he had no problem with the arrangement.

Since Smith became involved in funding the PAC, the developer has become its largest donor, giving $29,500 of the $31,330 raised by the PAC during that time.

The biggest recipients from that PAC have been Nixon and former Sen. Chuck Graham, D-Columbia.

As governor, Nixon appoints several members of the Missouri Housing Development Commission, which hands out the tax credits that benefit Smith's business. Nixon also has a vote on the commission.

Nixon received $6,750 from the disability PAC in 2008.

Nixon's campaign manager Ken Morley said the governor was honored to have support from disabled people.

"The campaign is not familiar with Missouri Disability Rights PAC's donors," Morley said.

Blakley said he believed his PAC was run "aboveboard," though he said that he was unaware so much of his funding came from Smith and that many of the donations had been made by Smith's pass-through committees.

"His staff has never asked me to hide the fact that he's given to the PAC," Blakley said.

TRANSPARENCY?

When Missouri lawmakers removed limits on campaign donations, backers of the law said it brought transparency to the process.

Under current law, any donation of $5,000 or more must be reported within 48 hours. Gone would be the days, politicians argued, where donors would bypass the limits by giving to party committees or political action committees, which would pass the donation on to candidates in smaller chunks.

So where's the transparency Shields touted when he pushed the bill?

Shields said that his law was a step in the right direction but that there was no perfect solution.

The leader of the Senate received $1,000 donations from Smith's "special needs" PAC and "disability rights" PAC. He said Smith "wouldn't be the first name that came to mind if I got a donation from citizens for disability rights."

Shields said the best solution was to reduce the number of steps "between contributor and candidate," but added that doing so was difficult constitutionally.

Not all lawmakers agree.

Republican Brian Yates of Lee's Summit and Democrat Jake Zimmerman of Olivette co-sponsored a measure that would have reinstated campaign donation limits and capped donations by entities who have contracts with the state at $1,000.

The bill hasn't even been assigned a committee. House Speaker Ron Richard said no ethics legislation was needed this year.

Even that bill wouldn't have stopped Smith from doing what he does now.

Some lawmakers said they knew they were getting his money when donations from various PACs showed up in the campaign coffers.

Others said they didn't.

Either way, the money is flowing.

Missouri senators want more controls for China hub credits

St. Louis Post-Dispatch - BY VIRGINIA YOUNG 
Posted: Tuesday, September 13, 2011 12:04 am 

JEFFERSON CITY • Aerotropolis, the plan to use Missouri tax credits to build an international freight hub in St. Louis, ran into more turbulence Monday night as senators raised questions about the promised payoff for taxpayers.

After reviewing a cost-benefit study, key senators said that before they approve $300 million in cargo hub credits, they would try to add protections guaranteeing that warehouses and factories return at least $1 to the state for every $1 in tax credits they receive.

"I think it's the right thing to do from the taxpayers' perspective," said Sen. Brad Lager, R-Savannah, who requested the study.

The move to add accountability measures set the tone as legislators entered the second week of a special session called by Gov. Jay Nixon to overhaul the state's job incentives.

Nixon asked legislators to pass a bill reducing some subsidies that he deems inefficient to make room for new ones aimed at drawing high-tech jobs, amateur sports tournaments and — the linchpin of the bill — freight flown between the Midwest and China.

While Republican leaders of the House and Senate proclaimed in July they had forged a consensus, their prediction proved premature. Last week, senators questioned whether the cargo hub incentives would work and whether a tax credit for the elderly and disabled should be abolished to help fund the plan.

The full 34-member Senate held an unusual work session Monday to dissect the cost-benefit study by the Missouri Department of Economic Development. It found that the cargo hub credits would likely pay for themselves, under most scenarios the agency plotted.

But economic modeling is no exact science, senators learned as they probed the assumptions underlying the department's outlook.

Case in point: Mamtek International Ltd in Moberly, Mo., pledged 600 jobs, provided only four and is in danger of defaulting on city-issued bonds, said Sen. Kurt Schaefer, R-Columbia.

The state's model for that project, he said, forecast a return of more than 3-to-1 for taxpayers, showing the model "is only as good as the data you put into it."

Other senators questioned why certain public costs weren't counted in the cargo hub analysis.

For example, if a hub warehouse also received land assembly tax credits — the subsidy created for developer Paul McKee for his Northside Regeneration project in St. Louis — the return on investment would go down, said Sen. Jason Crowell, R-Cape Girardeau.

Sen. Maria Chappelle-Nadal, D-University City, questioned whether there would be costs associated with additional roads and other improvements needed for the warehouses.

The department said those costs were not factored in, but they would be incurred by the state Department of Transportation or the local government entities. Chappelle-Nadal asked that a new model be worked up that included potential infrastructure costs.

Defending the economic model were Chris Pieper, legal counsel for the department, and Alan Spell, director of the agency's Missouri Economic Research and Information Center, known as MERIC.

They said it is used in more than 25 states and allows officials to make calibrations that take into account individual state budgets.

Even so, "our models are imperfect, we know that," Spell said.

Crowell contended that the study's assumption of one job for every 2,500 square feet at a hypothetical warehouse was too high, pointing to a distribution center in southeast Missouri that didn't create anywhere near that ratio.

He also said the legislation was crafted to give out the tax breaks even if a warehouse sat empty.

That's the crux of what needs to change in the bill, Lager said afterward.

He noted that the legislation already imposes a return-on-investment of 1-to-1 for data warehouses. The cargo hub is "in the ballpark" of a 1-to-1 ratio so it, too, could meet that standard, he said.

That's better than historic preservation tax credits, which return only 21 cents on the dollar, and low-income housing development credits, which give back only 11 cents on the dollar, Lager said.

St. Louis Mayor Francis Slay, who spent the day in Jefferson City trying to allay senators' concerns, called the give and take productive. "The questions are all very legitimate," he said.

Senate Majority Leader Tom Dempsey, R-St. Charles, said he wasn't sure when the bill would be debated but hoped to "get a consensus on what it will take to move forward."

Jason Hancock of the Post-Dispatch contributed to this report.
“Facebook Law” Given Initial Approval in Missouri Senate

CBS St. Louis – by Bill Reker
September 12, 2011 9:30 PM

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) — The Missouri Senate has endorsed legislation revising a contentious new state law that limits teacher communications with students over the Internet.

The bill given initial approval Monday would repeal a law barring teachers from using websites that give “exclusive access” to students. The provision already had been temporarily blocked by a judge last month because of free-speech concerns.

Gov. Jay Nixon asked lawmakers to repeal the measure during a special legislative session. But lawmakers are going a step further. The Senate bill replaces the current law with a new one requiring school districts to come up with policies on employee-student communications by March 1.

The bill needs a second Senate vote before it can go to the House.

Copyright KMOX Radio
Senators not satisfied with Aerotropolis job creation projections

Tuesday, September 13, 2011 | 8:25 a.m. CDT 

Columbia Missourian - BY Stephanie Ebbs 

JEFFERSON CITY — Senators requested updated projections to answer their questions regarding projections on revenue and job creation under the administration's proposal for tax breaks to develop an air cargo transport hub in St. Louis.

A private company hired by the state, Regional Economic Development Inc., presented its projections at an informal briefing of Senators Monday night, the day before a scheduled chamber debate on the $360 million package of tax breaks. Several senators expressed dissatisfaction with information provided by the company.

"Understanding that every dollar that we invest in this or any other economic incentive is a dollar that we're not going to put in education, or we're not going to put in roads, or we're not going to put in bigger issues," said Sen. Brad Lager, R-Maryville. "We need to understand what those returns and opportunity costs are."

Lager said he requested the information because a consensus had not been reached in the Senate. Farrah Fite, Communications Director for the Majority Caucus, said they still hope to begin debating the bill during session despite unanswered questions.

The results encompassed multiple scenarios, most of which predicted a small positive return only ten years after the initial investment. REMI also predicted, using previous studies, one job created per 2,500 square feet of warehouse space created. Multiple senators requested that more information be provided. The bill is up for discussion during the special session.

Multiple senators questioned the accuracy of REMI's data, saying that REMI has previously overestimated job creation. Sen. Jason Crowell, R-Cape Girardeau, questioned whether companies would be able to receive tax credits without proof they created sustainable jobs. The Quality Jobs Credit, which companies would be eligible for, as well as the Aerotropolis tax credits, requires proof before any payments are made.

"This as currently contemplated, as currently stated, is an entitlement, and that money goes out whether or not those jobs are created," Crowell said. "It's not the same as, in my understanding, as a typical economic development to where you're able to negotiate out a 1-1 return to where if the company doesn't produce those jobs, they don't get the tax credits."

Another concern presented was that REMI has no data on how accurate it's projections have been in the past, despite being in use since it's creation at the University of Massachusetts in 1980. A REMI spokesman said the accuracy of the data depends on the accuracy of the information presented by the company. However, in this projection REMI's data is based on research and assumptions, not an actual business plan.

Factors that were not taken into consideration include the possibility that roads would need to be altered to account for increased traffic and a tax credit applying to distressed land, including areas where this development would take place. Another concern was that some of the jobs created could be temporary construction jobs, demolishing some of the 31 million square feet of existing warehouse space to build new facilities. Senators requested that REMI include these factors in another set of projections.

"If you incorporate that into your formula, I think we would have a better ability to see what the benefit is over 10 and 15 years," said Sen. Chapalle-Nadal, D-St. Louis County. Nadal introduced the concern over possible road changes and requested information of how those costs change projected revenue.

A majority of the senate attended the briefing.

Martin turns to baking to highlight his congressional campaign 

By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter    
Posted 2:25 pm Mon., 9.12.11 
While his rival prepares to bring in a big name, Republican congressional candidate Ed Martin is turning to baking.

Martin, a St. Louis lawyer, plans to spend more than nine hours Tuesday working at two of McArthur's Bakery sites as part of his "Ed Works'' program aim at highlighting different kinds of jobs. (Fellow Republican John Ashcroft used to do that during his successful bids for governor and the U.S. Senate.)

Martin says he'll begin work at 3:30 a.m. Tuesday at McArthur's Bakery at 3055 Lemay Ferry Road in south St. Louis County. He'll then shift to the local bakery's location at 13700 Olive Blvd.

Both locations will be in the newly drawn 2nd District congressional seat. Martin's GOP rival is Ann Wagner of Ballwin, a former U.S. ambassador who earlier headed the Missouri Republican Party. So far, no Democrat has announced a bid for the seat.

Wagner, who has been outraising Martin, is bringing in New Jersey Gov. Chris Christie for a fundraising event Sept. 27 in Clayton. Martin, by the way, originally hails from New Jersey.

As for Martin's hands-on jobs plan, his campaign explained: "As the campaign rolls on, Ed will be working at local small businesses to find out first hand the harmful burdens that overregulation and big government place on the backs of small businesses."

"The Obama administration has done nothing but harm to the small businesses in this country," said Martin. "Obama and his 'czars' are putting an unnecessary burden on small businesses while giving political kickbacks to his friends in big labor. Not one person in the administration including Obama has any background or experience in the business world and shouldn't mettle in things they don't understand."

Firsthand Experience 
Wednesday, 31 August 2011 2:45pm 
Independent Banker Magazine - By Robin Phillips and Tim Cook
Plainspoken and direct, Rep. Blaine Luetkemeyer (R-Mo.) says he simply wants to get the country's economy healthy and growing again—and that means freeing community banks to serve Main Street America. That prompts Luetkemeyer to recall when he learned that just two seemingly innocuous banking regulations—just two out of several hundred others—cost one community bank in his congressional district more than $116,500 each year.

"Now, you multiply that by all banks in the country, and at what point should you say the cost-benefit of it is not worth implementing?" Luetkemeyer continues, speaking from his Capitol Hill office. "When a bank spends money to comply with rules and regulations, that means less capital for loans or expansion, which means less help to the consumer.

"These are important issues, and they are just part of my overarching concern, which is trying to get our economy going again."

Throughout Capitol Hill, community banking is highly regarded and has many like-minded allies. So earlier this year, when ICBA sought to work closely with members of Congress to develop and introduce a highly targeted tax- and regulatory-relief legislative package to bolster community banks, Main Street businesses and the overall national economy, it considered a number of lawmakers to approach. In the House of Representatives, Luetkemeyer stood out as an ideal sponsor for the Communities First Act (H.R. 1697), a top ICBA policy priority.

Luetkemeyer is both a former community banker and a state banking examiner, and his dual banker-regulator perspective gives him distinct credibility to win bipartisan support for community banking issues among his congressional colleagues on Capitol Hill. Not only does the congressman have deep family roots in community banking, his sprawling congressional district west of St. Louis has 102 community banks operating branches or business offices.

As a former state bank examiner, he has repeatedly worked to avoid the economic inefficiencies and harm that excessive, counterproductive and contradictory regulation can bring about. He also knows how businesses and community banks create jobs together, and he appreciates how free markets work and understands the threat too-big-to-fail poses to free and fair competition.

"Really there's no better member of Congress to sponsor such an important and critical community banking bill like the Communities First Act than a former community banker like Congressman Luetkemeyer," says ICBA President and CEO Camden Fine, a fellow Missouri native and former community banker who has known the congressman professionally for more than 30 years. "He has the credibility with other lawmakers to explain community banking issues with a real-world perspective that's effective and refreshing."

This year Luetkemeyer, now serving his second congressional term, was also tapped by his GOP colleagues to serve on the pivotal House Financial Services Committee, where all banking legislation, including the Communities First Act, normally originates. Providing a practical policy blueprint while also delivering a broader message of supporting the economic viability of Main Street America, the CFA legislation's 26 technical regulatory- and tax-relief provisions are designed—whether advanced in legislation separately or all together—to quickly make a substantial difference in helping community banks and other Main Street businesses fully recover from the financial crisis and recession.

Luetkemeyer, a stalwart fiscal and social conservative, has also shown a natural ability and straightforward style that has allowed him to effectively work with lawmakers of all backgrounds on both sides of the political aisle to advance nonpartisan community banking issues, Fine says. As evidence, Fine points to the congressman's success in recruiting both GOP and Democratic co-sponsors since introducing the Communities First Act in May, a significant accomplishment considering the partisan-charged atmosphere in Congress.

"He does have good relationships with members of other congressional delegations," says Fine. "It's clear he is a strongly conservative member of Congress, but he has shown the ability and interest to work in a bipartisan way."

Heartland to the Beltway
Luetkemeyer, 59, represents the 25 counties in the 9th Congressional District of Missouri. He and his family have lived in the district for four generations, where he still operates a 160-acre family farm. He was first elected to Congress in 2008, the year President Obama took the White House and Democrats solidified their majorities in Congress.

"When my congressman [Kenny Hulshof (R)] stepped down to run for another office in 2008, I looked around and felt that we needed to protect the American entrepreneurial way of life," Luetkemeyer explains. "I looked at what an Obama presidency would mean, and I believed that his administration would not necessarily be friendly to the businesses, employers and entrepreneurs in our state. So I felt we needed to step up and make a run at Congress."

Last year he won re-election with a resounding 77 percent vote margin.

Luetkemeyer is a graduate of Lincoln University in Jefferson City, Mo., where he earned a degree with distinction in political science and a minor in business administration. But early on he learned lessons of hard work and self-sufficiency on his family's farm and community bank—lessons that would be the foundation of the congressman's later successes, recalls his younger brother Brice Luetkemeyer.

"In junior high, high school and all throughout college, we both raised hogs and cattle," says Brice Luetkemeyer, president and CEO of the Bank of St. Elizabeth, Mo., a community bank the Luetkemeyer family has owned and operated for years. "We made enough money to put ourselves through college and buy cars, and at the same time we were learning how business worked and the hard work it required."

"Just the experience of having been in business yourself, you understand how the community functions and how business functions," Brice continues. "Blaine was also on virtually every committee and organization in the community and the county. He understands being a leader in the community, not only in business but in the social and civic areas as well."

Amtrak service from St. Louis to Kansas City, Chicago could face cuts 

By Robert Koenig, Beacon Washington correspondent    
Posted 4:19 pm Mon., 9.12.11 
WASHINGTON - Amtrak is warning that state-supported passenger rail service in Missouri and Illinois -- including the two daily St. Louis-Kansas City trains and three of the five trains between St. Louis and Chicago -- could be canceled if a U.S. House Republican transportation spending plan becomes law.

The two daily St. Louis-Kansas City trains and three of the five St. Louis-Chicago trains that pass through the Gateway Transportation Center could be affected by a GOP appropriations bill that was approved by the House subcommittee.

Calling the restrictions in the GOP spending bill "shortsighted," Amtrak president and chief executive Joseph Boardman said in a statement that the House transportation appropriations bill would "result in the loss of jobs and reverse significant progress made to use passenger rail to reduce U.S. dependence on foreign oil."

The appropriations bill, which funds the federal transportation and housing departments, is still in the early stages of consideration by Congress and likely will change. As approved by the House subcommittee, the bill stipulates that none of the federal Amtrak subsidy money "may be used to fund operating expenses for state-supported routes."

Amtrak says that provision would "eliminate nearly 150 weekday state-supported trains," affecting more than 9 million passengers a year who ride those trains in Missouri, Illinois and 13 other states. Marc Magliari, spokesman in Amtrak's Chicago office, told the Beacon on Monday that the St. Louis-Kansas City trains would be among those cancelled, as would three of the five daily trains between St. Louis and Chicago. Ridership has generally increased on those routes, he said.

"That [Republican] appropriations bill would devastate funding for transportation and have a negative impact on jobs," complained U.S. Rep. Russ Carnahan, D-St. Louis. He told the Beacon on Monday that he would support House Democratic efforts to try to amend that legislation -- as well as to shape the separate transportation authorization bill -- to preserve the Amtrak routes and restore some transportation funding.

"Republican attacks on Amtrak are nothing new," said Carnahan, a member of the House Transportation and Infrastructure committee. "They proposed privatizing the profitable parts of Amtrak in the Northeast and shutting down the rest. That's the wrong direction after so many years of trying to build cooperation among federal, state and local governments to build up our rail capacity."

Another member of the transportation panel, Rep. Jerry Costello, D-Belleville, also said through a spokesman that he would oppose such Amtrak cuts. In June, Costello criticized a bill backed by the panel's Republicans (the Competition for Intercity Passenger Rail in America Act) that would abolish Amtrak and privatize rail service in the Northeast.

Costello said he was "committed to working together in a bipartisan fashion to support Amtrak, continue to increase ridership and further develop high-speed rail as we move forward with a surface transportation reauthorization bill in Congress."

Under congressional procedures, the authorizing legislation is considered on a separate track from the transportation appropriations bill, which got subcommittee approval last week. Defending that bill was House Appropriations Chairman Hal Rogers, R-Ky., who called it an example of the Republicans' "commitment to return our government to some semblance of fiscal sanity by restoring responsibility, restraint and thoughtfulness to the budgeting process." He said the Transportation Department as a whole would get a slight increase -- $16.7 billion, $3 billion more than in the current fiscal year -- although cuts in the HUD budget would keep the overall budget below present levels in this category.

But Tom Carper, chairman of Amtrak's board, complained that the GOP restriction on Amtrak funding "penalizes states that have made investments in passenger rail, some of which have contributed toward costs for nearly 40 years." Under a 2008 law, Amtrak is working with its partners in Missouri, Illinois and other states to develop a common approach to sharing more of the operating and capital costs of state-supported trains.

Other than Missouri and Illinois, the states which provide state-supported Amtrak service are: California, Maine, Michigan, New York, North Carolina, Oklahoma, Oregon, Pennsylvania, Texas, Vermont, Virginia, Washington and Wisconsin.

If Congress adopts the subcommittee's funding plan, Carper argued, it would "force an unwelcome decision on states who clearly want to preserve and expand passenger rail service." In addition, he said, cutting back service would "kill an engine of local and regional economic growth much needed today."

Mo. jobless rate up slightly to 8.8 percent 
Southeast Missourian

Sep 12, 6:53 PM EDT

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- A new report says Missouri's unemployment rate edged higher last month to 8.8 percent.
Monday's report from the Department of Economic Development says the seasonally adjusted jobless rate in August was up one-tenth of a point from July. The August figure also was down from 9.6 percent in the same month last year.

The agency also says Missouri's nonfarm payroll jobs fell by 3,100 jobs in August.

Missouri's jobless rate has now been below 9 percent for five months, but it has also been at least 8 percent every month since January 2009.

Representatives react to Gov. Nixon’s reprioritization of current fiscal year’s budget 

The Maneater - By Amanda Svoboda 
Published Sept. 13, 2011

The Missouri House of Representatives Bugdet Transparency Committee met to examine the lawsuit filed against Gov. Jay Nixon by State Auditor Tom Schweich about unconstitutionally withholding funds.

“They (the audit office) feel like it’s not constitutional for him to take money from the house to deal with the disasters that we’ve had in Missouri,” Rep. Mike Thomson, R-Maryville, said.

The $170 million in question, which was originally to be appropriated to state universities like MU among more than 45 other state programs and agencies, instead was designated to disaster relief funding without the notification or approval of the Missouri General Assembly.

“The governor withheld much more money than he had to from higher education in order to take care of the Joplin problem,” Rep. Chris Kelly, D-Columbia, said.

Although Kelly said he does not believe the lawsuit will be successful, he said the governor should not do what he’s doing from a public policy point of view.

“When the governor moves money out of general revenue in an invisible way, that money is then not available for higher education,” Kelly said.

Kelly also said Nixon was given a significant amount of flexibility in the 2011-12 fiscal year’s budget. Kelly said that flexibility should be limited in the future.

“I think that’s the appropriate remedy, not a court case,” he said.

Rep. Ryan Silvey, R-Kansas City, said the main question at hand is how much leeway the governor constitutionally has to rearrange the budget set for him.

“It’s fundamentally a separation of powers issue,” he said.

Silvey, chairman of the house budget committee for the house, said he sent a letter to the attorney general regarding the governor’s re-prioritization of the budget before the state auditor filed the lawsuit.

“I was pretty vocal about not necessarily being in favor of the way the governor was handling the situation,” Silvey said.

Kelly said as a result of the governor’s withholdings, MU will not receive the appropriated amount of money originally set aside. This money would otherwise be going toward research, teaching and student aid.

Silvey said Nixon is unilaterally hurting MU right now.

“Essentially the university should be getting millions more than it is getting right now,” Silvey said.

Kelly and Thomson said that had the governor used money from the rainy day fund, which is taxpayer money set aside for emergencies, state programs could still be receiving the primarily appropriated funds.

“We’re looking at alternative ways to deal with the disaster rather than take money out of other appropriated funds,” Thomson said.

Budget committee members said they are not in control of what the next step of the lawsuit is. Schweich officially filed the lawsuit against Nixon on Aug. 26, following a regularly scheduled audit of the governor’s office.

Bills' passage creates legal uncertainty

Springfield News-Leader - 11:00 PM, Sep. 12, 2011  

Written by David A. Lieb, The Associated Press

JEFFERSON CITY -- Missouri lawmakers appear poised to give Gov. Jay Nixon more than he asked for during a special legislation session.
And that could create legal uncertainty for several high-profile issues, including Missouri's role in the 2012 presidential race, aid to Joplin tornado victims and the fine line between proper and improper Internet chats among teachers and students.

A week into the extraordinary session called by Nixon, lawmakers have in bipartisan fashion endorsed several bills that appear to go beyond the narrow agenda set by the governor. Under the Missouri Constitution, legislators are supposed to act only upon subjects specially designated by the governor while they are in special session.

Nixon, a Democrat, went to great lengths to try to limit the scope of the debate for what he hoped would be "a crisp, effective session." Lawmakers contend he went too far by setting such narrow parameters. If they pass legislation stretching the limits of Nixon's agenda -- and if Nixon signs those bills into law -- it could be up to a judge to decide whether the legislation is legal.

Here's a look at some of the issues on which lawmakers are challenging the boundaries of Nixon's agenda:

Teachers on Facebook

Nixon's agenda: To repeal a new Missouri law limiting teachers' interaction with students over online sites such as Facebook. Nixon's written proclamation specifically states that his repeal request "should not be construed to allow or permit amendments to those subsections or to otherwise enact revised or new language."

The Senate nonetheless is considering a bill that would repeal the current law and replace it with a requirement for local school districts to develop policies about employee-student communication via electronic media.

Sponsoring Sen. Jane Cunningham, R-Chesterfield, contends the constitution gives governors the authority only to set the matters to be considered during a special session, not to limit the legislature's action on those matters. Applied to this case, that would mean the governor could call upon lawmakers to consider the law about teacher-student communications but could not prescribe that they must repeal the law instead of revise it.

Cunningham cites a 1922 Missouri Supreme Court case that said a legislature in special session "does not have to follow the views of the governor and legislate in a particular way upon the submitted subject." That sentence, however, was not the main point of the court case. In fact, the Supreme Court ruled that lawmakers in a 1921 special session had gone beyond the governor's prescribed subject of creating justice-of-the-peace districts in St. Louis to also establish constable districts. The court struck down the law.

Democratic Rep. Chris Kelly, a former Boone County associate circuit court judge from Columbia, plans to handle the legislation in the House.

"The argument that it goes beyond the (governor's) call is constitutionally fatuous," meaning it is so wrong that it would be ridiculous to even make, Kelly said. "The governor can call a special (session); he can't define every little thing we do."

Presidential primary

Nixon's agenda: "To enact legislation moving Missouri's presidential primary to the first Tuesday after the first Monday in March" instead of in February as currently scheduled. The election change is needed for Missouri to comply with national Republican and Democratic party guidelines for the presidential race.

The House nonetheless passed a bill 147-2 last week that not only changes the date but also raises the filing fee that presidential candidates must pay to their political parties from the current $1,000 to $5,000 for the 2012 elections and $10,000 for the 2016 elections and beyond.

Disaster relief

Nixon's agenda: "To enact legislation establishing a mechanism for commercial property to be removed on a pro rata basis from the tax book if such commercial property is destroyed by a natural disaster." The intent is to provide a property tax break for businesses destroyed by the Joplin tornado or other disasters, similar to what already exists in some places for homeowners.

The House nonetheless passed a bill 149-0 last week that not only offers the particular tax break sought by Nixon but also authorizes special Tax Increment Financing districts in disaster areas that would divert state sales and income taxes to help with redevelopment.

Rep. Tom Flanigan, R-Carthage, who sponsored the amendment expanding the disaster relief legislation, said he wasn't concerned that it could go beyond Nixon's proclamation for the special session.

"It's certainly within the spirit," Flanigan said.

Missouri Senate still on the fence about the 'China Hub' 
By Jason Rosenbaum, special to the Beacon    
Posted 10:00 pm Mon., 9.12.11 
Missouri senators still appear unsure of the fate of a sprawling economic development package -- slated for floor debate Tuesday -- that includes incentives to bring international trade to St. Louis.

Among other things, some compared the proposed "China Hub" project in St. Louis to a troubled economic project in Moberly that also involves tax credits and the Chinese.

Senators were treated to a seminar where state economic officials laid out the projected viability of the China Hub program.

The 300-plus page economic bill features $360 million in proposed state tax credits to entice China to locate a cargo hub at the underused Lambert-St. Louis International Airport, along with proposed tax credits for a variety of other economic incentives. In exchange, a number of other state tax credit programs would be reduced or repealed.

The economic package also includes the Missouri Science and Innovation Reinvestment Act -- or MOSIRA -- aimed at spurring the expansion of science-related businesses, including life sciences. Other proposals in the bill include incentives to create data centers, attract major sporting events and bolster the state's job training programs.

On Monday, senators were treated to a seminar where state economic officials laid out the projected viability of the China Hub program, also called Aerotropolis. The presentation was set up, in part, in response to the discord last week as senators first began looking at the economic development package -- particularly the hub proposal.

The majority of the $360 million for the project's proposed tax credits would be aimed at encouraging construction or renovation of warehouses around Lambert. About $60 million would be used to encourage "freight forwarders" to steer cargo to the airport.

The project has Republican and Democratic backers and opponents. Supporters say "Aerotropolis" could have a substantial impact on St. Louis' economic future and revitalize St. Louis' airport and the region. Opponents paint it as a wasteful giveaway in a time of economic uncertainty.

About two dozen of the state Senate's 34 senators attended the presentation, where -- for roughly two hours -- officials with the Department of Economic Development detailed and answered questions about the economic analysis released Friday afternoon.

The analysis projected that a warehouse project involving a capital investment of $10.25 million and creating 160 jobs would -- in one scenario -- provide the state with roughly $1.07 for every dollar in tax incentives. Some projections estimated the return as high as $2.04 for every dollar in tax incentives.

But if other state tax credit programs, such the Quality Jobs program, also were added as an incentive, the project's theoretical return was reduced to 85 cents on the dollar.

State Sen. Jason Crowell, R-Cape Girardeau -- the Senate's leading critic of the hub -- contended that the proposal had inadequate protections to ensure that the credits aren't paid out until jobs are created.

"That money goes out whether or not those jobs are created," Crowell said. He contended that the proposal amounted to an entitlement.

Sen. Kurt Schafer, R-Columbia, also said that the Department of Economic Development's analysis is a projection, based on specific numbers, and not a prediction of what can happen in real life.

To underscore that point, Schaefer noted that a model was run for a company, Mamtek International Ltd, that last year had been approved for $17.6 million in state tax credits to build a new facility in Moberly, Mo., to produce sucralose, a no-calorie sweetener.

State economic officials projected that the new facility would create about 659 new jobs in the first year. In actuality, the company employed four people in the first year and employes no one now. City officials confirm that Mamtek is defaulting on $39 million in municipal bonds issued to build the project.

Gov. Jay Nixon's administration, which had initially highlighted the project, notes now that none of the state's $17.6 million in tax credits had been given to Mamtek because the credits hinged on the creation of the expected jobs.

Schaefer's point Monday night was that the state's analysis is "only as good as the data you've entered into it."

Chris Pieper, the official with the Department of Economic Development who answered questions Monday night, agreed that its theoretical analysis is based on theoretical numbers.

Crowell said afterward that the analysis did not ease his concerns.

"And this is what the whole debate really comes down to," Crowell said. "Are we going to bet (on the Chinese selecting Lambert for a hub), or are we going to have basic assurances and guarantees to the taxpayers? I want to subsidize job creation. I don't want to subsidize developers' extensions on their homes and more money for a select few people."

(Click here to view a video of part of Crowell's post-seminar discussion with reporters.)

The Senate's chief supporter of the Hub -- state Sen. Eric Schmitt, R-Glendale -- said the point of the $360 million in tax credits was to create "a different tool for something we don't have right now. Right now, we're trying with this to bring the operations into the state that we don't have, and to do that and to realize the full benefit of the incentive, you have accountability where you have to prove the qualifying activity for five years,"

Crowell said he thought the presentation was helpful for those senators who were less acquainted with the state tax credit programs. But Crowell added that he couldn't predict how the Senate debate will progress.

Said Schmitt: "I look forward to the debate. ... I'll continue to work with people, try to address their concerns on that issue and try to find solutions and keep working together."

Costs, benefits of Mo. airport tax breaks analyzed 
Southeast Missourian - Sep 12, 8:46 PM EDT
By DAVID A. LIEB, Associated Press
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- A cost-benefit analysis intended to address senators' concerns about a proposed tax credit targeting international trade resulted in more questions Monday from senators who appear to remain divided over the centerpiece of Missouri's special legislative session.
The "aerotropolis" tax credit has been promoted as a way to help transform Lambert-St. Louis International Airport into a cargo hub for Chinese airlines and other international shippers by offering incentives for nearby warehouses and manufacturers that would handle products moving into and out of the airport. Senators are scheduled to start debate on the measure Tuesday as part of a broader bill overhauling the state's many tax credits and business incentives.

In an unusual procedure Monday night, senators met publicly as a large group - though not in an official session or committee - to review an analysis by the state Department of Economic Development on the potential costs and benefits to the state were the tax credits to be enacted by lawmakers and issued to a couple of hypothetical companies.

The analysis assumed the construction of a $10 million, 400,000 sq.-foot warehouse that would hire 160 employees to handle cargo moving through the St. Louis airport. Based on the particular combination of tax credits it would receive, the amount of tax revenues generated for the state could either double the amount of tax credits issued or fall short of breaking even over 10 to 15 years.

The analysis showed a net benefit to state revenues under all its scenarios for a hypothetical $4.7 million machinery manufacturing facility that would employ 40 people.

But some lawmakers questioned the underlying assumptions used for the analysis.

Sen. Jason Crowell, R-Cape Girardeau, a leading critic of the legislation, asked the agency to re-run the economic modeling to include the possibility of facilities also using an existing state tax credit for entities that amass large swaths of land in impoverished areas. If companies are able to claim those additional tax breaks, the return in state revenues would decline - though the exact amount remains to be determined, said Chris Pieper, a legal counsel for the Department of Economic Development.

Crowell also questioned whether the warehouse size and job assumptions used for the model might be too large.

Sen. Maria Chappelle-Nadal, D-St. Louis, asked the agency to further analyze the air-cargo tax credits to account for existing warehouse space in St. Louis and the potential impact on other modes of transportation, such as roads and bridges.

Sen. Luann Ridgeway, R-Smithville, questioned whether a business could tear down an existing warehouse and use the proposed tax credit to cover both the demolition and construction costs of a new warehouse.

In some cases, the senators' questions could not immediately be answered.

Depending on the ratio of the tax credit issued, a warehouse would need to produce between 9 and 14 jobs for every $1 million of investment to produce a positive return to the state, Pieper said. He said a manufacturing facility would need to produce three or four jobs for each $1 million of investment to produce a positive return to the state, again depending on the tax credit rate.

Sen. Brad Lager, R-Savannah, who requested the cost-benefit analysis, said the analysis of the cargo tax credit program shows a better potential to benefit the state than several existing state tax credit programs.

"We're at least in the ballpark of making sure Missouri taxpayers are made whole," Lager said.

Tea Party Group Tries To Topple China Hub Deal

By Kim Hudson – FOX2now.com
7:18 a.m. CDT, September 13, 2011

ST. LOUIS, MO (KTVI-FOX2now.com) — The "China Hub" deal is on the agenda in the Missouri capital Jefferson City, again today. Members of the citizens' group K & N Patriots are opposed to the plan. They said they will be in Jefferson City to protest.

That group has opposed public funding for this public-private business deal. They asked others to help voice that opposition in a divide-and-conquer operation in Jeff City.

The K & N Patriots invited anyone who is against the bill to meet in the capitol's rotunda. They planned to spend the day talking to lawmakers, changing the minds of supporters and encouraging opponents to stand their ground.

The bill called for $360-million in tax breaks to developers and business working on hub operations. K & N members did not want to see "any" state money going to this project.

Missouri Governor Jay Nixon called a special legislative session just after labor day. The bill was on the agenda. But, this kind of visit was not.

Supporters, including St. Louis, Missouri Mayor Francis Slay said, if passed, the bill could bring thousands of jobs to the metro area. Leaders in other counties hoped shuttered car plants will reopen to handle freight coming in from China. They hoped for more jobs too. 

Missouri Senate considers tax incentive changes that could hit poor renters

Published: 9/8/2011 | Updated: 9/9/2011
By DOUG WILSON, Herald-Whig Senior Writer

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. -- A Senate committee endorsed an overhaul of Missouri's tax incentives Wednesday night and sent it to the full Senate for debate today. 
Mayors in St. Louis and Kansas City support the plan which they say will create jobs and economic development. Opponents say the elimination of some tax credits for low-income, elderly and disabled renters will hurt about 100,000 families in need. 

Former Elsberry Mayor Carla Potts told the committee that the Low Income Housing Tax Credit Program works and should be retained. Potts also is the deputy director for housing development at the North East Community Action Corporation, which has developed more than 1,300 affordable housing units across Northeast Missouri. 

"For a young family with both parents working minimum wage jobs, the low income housing tax credits provide ... a safe place to live, a place where children can come home and do their homework in peace and quiet," Potts said. 

From her experience as an elected official from a small town, Potts said she knows what it takes to work within budget constraints. 

"I can't tell you what to cut and what not to cut, but I urge you to re-evaluate the Low Income Housing Tax Credit Program, because it offers a demonstrated, proven bang for the buck," Potts said. 

The voice of a former small-town mayor could be drowned out by mayors of the state's largest cities. 

St. Louis Mayor Francis Slay is backing a $360 million tax credit proposal to spur international trade at the St. Louis airport. Kansas City Mayor Sly James is supporting proposed job-retention tax credits to compete against neighboring Kansas. 

In order to come up with the tax breaks they are seeking, the current proposal would cut the renters' tax incentives in order to save about $57 million. It is the largest of the savings designed to fund the $360 package. 

Sen. Chuck Purgason, R-Caulfield, the bill's sponsor, said he will offer an alternative that would keep the renters' tax breaks in place when the full Senate considers the plan. However, that option may run afoul of some proposals put forward by House leaders. 

According to state officials, the maximum renters credit is $750 and is available to a person who rents a home and makes no more than $27,500 or a married couple earning up to $29,500. 

The Associated Press provided information for this story. 

--dwilson@whig.com/221-3372 


Senate gives ‘Facebook Fix’ first round approval

September 13, 2011 | Filed under: Featured | Posted by: Dick Aldrich 
Missouri News Horizon

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. — The Missouri Senate has given first round approval to legislation that would allow school districts to set their own policies when it comes to teacher communication with students through social media websites.

The so-called “Facebook Fix” to legislation sponsored by Sen. Jane Cunningham, R-Chesterfield, passed by voice vote in less than 15 minute on the Senate floor Monday afternoon. The bill requires school districts to have policies in place by March 1 and expands those covered by the policies to include school employees and staff, including administrators.

Cunningham says her bill has unanimous support among school groups, such as teachers’ organizations and the Missouri School Boards Association. She says the school boards association has drafted model language for districts to use.

The bill will almost certainly breeze through both houses of the legislature this week. Less certain is how it will fare when it reaches the governor’s desk. Governor Nixon, in his call for the special session of the legislature said the electronic communication portion of the bill should be stripped out of the bill, but not necessarily rewritten. Last week, a spokesman for the governor said Nixon was standing by his original intentions.

Spokesman Scott Holste said it was too early to say what might happen should the bill reach the governor’s desk.

Senate moves toward repealing most of the new Facebook law 

St. Louis Post-Dispatch - BY JASON HANCOCK 
Posted: Tuesday, September 13, 2011 12:00 am 

JEFFERSON CITY • Legislation repealing most of a controversial new law limiting teacher-student conversations through social networking sites such as Facebook cleared another hurdle Monday, receiving initial approval from the Missouri Senate.

The Senate needs to approve the bill one more time before it moves to the House.

The vote came after Cole County Circuit Judge Jon Beetem last month blocked the law from taking effect because of concerns that it infringes on free-speech rights.

The original law, sponsored by Republican state Sen. Jane Cunningham of Chesterfield, included provisions prohibiting teachers from having private online conversations with students. It said teachers may not "establish, maintain, or use a nonwork-related Internet site" that allows the posting of information that's available only to the teacher and a student, which some interpreted as prohibiting teachers from using sites that allow private messages, such as Facebook.

Opponents of the law said it could cut off even the most innocent online exchanges, such as questions about homework assignments, and worried that it could bar teachers from communicating with their own children online.

Cunningham's new bill repeals the law's most controversial provision and replaces it with a mandate that school districts develop their own social media policy by March 1, 2012. Those policies must include "the use of electronic media and other mechanisms to prevent improper communications between staff members and students."

Most school districts already have such a policy in place, Cunningham said.

During debate Monday, no one spoke in opposition to the bill.

Despite widespread support in the Legislature — and from groups that have previously opposed the online communications provisions, such as the Missouri State Teachers Association, the Missouri School Boards Association and the Missouri National Education Association — one lingering question remains: Is the bill constitutional?

When Gov. Jay Nixon included the education bill in his special session agenda, he specifically said lawmakers could repeal only the electronic communications provision, not revise it. The state constitution gives the governor the authority to determine which matters lawmakers can consider during a special session.

Cunningham said the governor can decide which subjects lawmakers can discuss but can't limit how they act on those subjects, pointing to a 1922 Missouri Supreme Court decision that she says supports her argument.

State Senator wants ability to opt out of new federal stimulus plan

September 13, 2011 | Filed under: Government | Posted by: Dick Aldrich 
Missouri News Horizon

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. — Columbia State Sen. Kurt Schaefer wants the Missouri to be able say “No Thanks” to any new federal stimulus money.

Schaefer introduced a resolution on the Senate floor Monday calling on the state’s congressional delegation to work towards including “opt out” language in crafting legislation growing from President Barack Obama’s job stimulation plan.

Schaefer says he doesn’t want the state left holding the bag for programs created by the federal government once any seed money from the government runs out.

“If the federal government comes to us, or any other state, and says, ‘Here’s what’s on the table’, we should have the ability in this building to debate that…so that we have the decision making ability, as is our constitutional responsibility, to decide if we want to take the money or not.”

Schaefer’s resolution was read into the Senate Journal. It is non-binding and did not require a vote.

Anti-income tax group withdraws nine initiative petitions; four remain 

By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter    

Updated 1:44 pm Mon., 9.12.11 

Let Voters Decide, the Rex Sinquefield-funded group seeking to replace Missouri's income tax with a sales tax, has withdrawn its nine original initiative petitions already approved for circulation -- with the aim of getting at least one on the 2012 ballot.

The Missouri secretary of state's office confirmed that the nine were quietly withdrawn last Wednesday.

Let Voters Decide president Travis Brown said the nine were no longer needed because the group has recently submitted four newer ballot initiatives to eliminate the income tax and replace it with a sales tax. Brown said the remaining four "reflect nearly five years of study" and contact with a variety of groups.

The nine proposals -- submitted last winter -- had generated controversy because state Auditor Tom Schweich's required fiscal analysis declined to reach a conclusion on the ballot measures' costs to state and local governments.

The remaining four are still undergoing the approval process, including a review by Schweich's staff. Brown said his group has submitted to Schweich its analyses of the costs.

Two of the four had been submitted by the group about a month ago and are expected to be approved for circulation later this week, sources say.

The remaining two versions were submitted on Sept. 2.

Advocates say the change, dubbed the "fair tax," would encourage economic development because wealthier people would have more money to invest in job creation. They point to states such as Texas, Tennessee and Florida that do not have an income tax.

Brown's group contends that the change would spur the creation of about 20,000 new jobs annually in Missouri, which would generate more sales tax income to stabilize state budgets.

Opponents say the "fair tax" is unfair, aimed smply at helping the rich, and would lead to huge cuts in public services for education, transportation, health care and social services. They say no-income tax states have some sort of income source that Missouri lacks, such as Florida's reliance on tourism and Texas' oil industry.

Once approved for circulation, the proposals would require the signatures of roughly 147,000 to almost 160,000 registered voters. The signatures would have to be collected from at least six of the state's nine congressional districts. The number of signatures depends on which six districts are selected.

The petitions must be turned in by early May.

The remaining versions would eliminate the state's income tax gradually and replace the income tax with a larger state sales tax. The remaining versions also expand the items and services subject to the higher sales tax; some items and services, such as pharmaceuticals, are exempted.

The proposed higher state sales tax would be capped at 7 percent, up from the state's current 4 or 4.225 percent sales tax. (Local and regional sales taxes are in addition to the state tax.) At least two versions would cap all sales taxes at 10 percent.

Wealthy financier Rex Sinquefield has been a prime driver of the change as well the chief donor to Let Voters Decide. He largely bankrolled the group's successful campaign last year to persuade voters to restrict city earnings taxes.

At least two remaining versions of the repeal of the income tax would exempt real estate transactions and realtors' fees from the higher sales tax.  Critics say that Let Voters Decide appears to be making an effort to quell the increasingly vocal opposition from the Missouri Association of Realtors, part of a coalition working to keep the state income tax.

The coalition, Missourians for Fair Taxation, issued an analysis today that says that the shift would "cost the state $2.5 billion (annually) in lost general revenues, forcing crippling cuts in education, health, public safety and other basic services."

"The irresponsible new sales tax structure would require devastating cuts to the services that enable Missourians and Missouri businesses to thrive," said Amy Blouin, executive director of the Missouri Budget Project, which is part of the coalition and which analyzed the proposals backers say are inspired by the so-called "fair tax."

The analysis says the cuts would represent almost one-third of the state's general revenue budget, which now totals about $7.8 billion.

According to the analysis:

"The largest portion of the state’s general revenues – almost 35 percent – supports elementary and secondary education. If the massive sales tax revenue shortfall is spread proportionally among various state services, public schools would be slashed roughly $868 million.

"Social services and Medicaid would lose almost $466 million. Higher education would be cut $291 million. Public safety, prisons and the courts would lose almost $272 million. Programs for senior services, health and mental health would be cut nearly $263 million. And the state Departments of Transportation and Agriculture would each lose about one-third of their general revenue funding.

"These services provide the foundation of our economy and allow us to remain economically competitive nationwide," Blouin said. "This unfair mega-sales tax is wrong for Missouri."

Brown questioned the Budget Project's methodology for reaching its conclusions, which he called "baseless'' and "a nice scare tactic'' to mislead voters.

Singer Neal E. Boyd to run for Missouri House seat

Tuesday, September 13, 2011
By Scott Moyers - Southeast Missourian

Neal E. Boyd has already won one big competition that required him to earn the most votes. The 2008 "America's Got Talent" winner and Sikeston, Mo., native now says he hopes to win another contest that will land him the state's 160th House District seat. 

Boyd confirmed to the Southeast Missourian on Monday that he has formed an exploratory committee and that he will run as a Republican for the seat being vacated by state Rep. Ellen Brandom, R-Sikeston, next year due to term limits. 

Boyd will face off in the Aug. 7 primary against Holly Rehder, the former Jo Ann Emerson campaign staff member who announced her intention to run in July. 

While Boyd is a political newcomer, he said he has long been a political thinker and supporter, dating back to when he was handing out yard signs at 5 years old for the late U.S. Rep. Bill Emerson. 

"It's always been my intention to be a candidate," said Boyd, 35. "The biggest joke in my family was that I've been running for governor since I was 5 years old. Well, it used to be a joke." 

No Democrats have announced intentions to run, though the last date to file for the primary is March 27. The 160th includes portions of Cape Girardeau, New Madrid and Scott counties. Democratic committee leaders did not return calls seeking comment Monday. 

Boyd's political leanings had been ambiguous: He performed for President Barack Obama and Gov. Jay Nixon, but he also took the stage when U.S. Rep. Jo Ann Emerson, a Cape Girardeau Republican, won re-election last year. 

"I don't know if the area's ever seen me as a Republican," Boyd said. "But I've always been a conservative and my friends and family always knew that. But I literally have friends -- real friends -- in both parties." 

For her part, Rehder, a Sikeston businesswoman and owner of a cable communications company, said she knew the race would draw interest from other candidates. She called Boyd "an amazing artist" and said she is a big fan. 

"I certainly wouldn't get into a singing contest with him," she said. "However, the focus of this race will be on who is best suited for the position. The 160th District needs a conservative in Jefferson City representing them who is focused on jobs." 

Rehder, 41, cited her experience running a small business as what the region needs. 

But Boyd, who released an album in 2009, pointed to a legislative internship he served with former representative Paula Carter, also a Democrat, and his time as president of the Student Senate and political science degree from Southeast Missouri State University. He said he also is familiar with the business world, having worked for Aflac Insurance in St. Louis for several years. 

His political positions will become more clear throughout the campaign, he said, but his big issues are job creation and working to eliminate illegal drug sales and use in the community. 

He said he understands that he needs to "reintroduce" himself to the community to show them that he's more than a man who sings well. 

"People have never known what to make of me," he said. "I was the little, fat, interracial kid who grew up in Sikeston. There's more to me than what you find when you type my name in a search engine." 

smoyers@semissourian.com 

388-3642 

Pertinent address: 

Sikeston, Mo. 

Religious freedom group backs Mo. district 
Southeast Missourian - Sep 12, 8:01 PM EDT
By HEATHER HOLLINGSWORTH, Associated Press
KANSAS CITY, Mo. (AP) -- A legal group that advocates for religious freedom announced Monday that it is backing a central Missouri school district that is being sued because its Internet filtering software blocks access to educational websites about gay, lesbian and transgender issues.

The Alliance Defense Fund said it and the Missouri Family Policy Council filed a friend-of-the-court brief Friday in defense of the Camdenton R-III School District.

As part of a national campaign, the American Civil Liberties Union sued the district last month in federal court in Jefferson City on behalf of organizations whose websites are blocked by the filter. Those organizations include the Matthew Shepard Foundation, and Parents, Families and Friends of Lesbians and Gays National, a Washington, D.C.-based advocacy group.

The Alliance Defense Fund said in a news release that the ACLU demands would "expose children to pornography under the guise of concern about censorship and bullying"

Joshua Block, the staff attorney for the ACLU's Lesbian Gay Bisexual Transgender & AIDS Project, said no one wants sexually explicit sites to be available. He said public schools aren't allowed to limit access just because they disagree with a group's viewpoint.

Superintendent Tim Hadfield said the district is working through its attorneys and is seeking to comply with the Children's Internet Protection Act, which addresses concerns about access to potentially offensive content over the Internet on school and library computers.

"We also do want to uphold the constitutional rights of our students," Hadfield said. "Where we're at right now is we appreciate support."

The ACLU first addressed the issue of web filtering in 2009 when it filed suit over access to LGBT websites in the Knoxville and Nashville school districts in Tennessee. The districts ultimately agreed to stop using filtering software to block those sites.

Since then, the organization has received numerous complaints that schools are continuing to block LGBT sites, prompting the national campaign. The ACLU identified the schools it is contacting by working with the Yale Law School on the "Don't Filter Me" campaign, which asked students to check to see if their schools are blocking content by having them look up LGBT sites.

The ACLU said many of the schools it contacted reported that they inadvertently turned on the filter that blocks educational LGBT sites when they merely intended to block sexually explicit material. The fix was as simple as turning off the filter blocking the educational sites.

Block said Camdenton faces more challenges untangling explicit and non-explicit sites because it's using software that allows people to design their own filtering systems. He said that to make the system work, the district downloaded a database of off-limits sites for "dirt cheap" from an overseas Internet site. Block said the database lumps together pornographic sites with those that tell people how to organize LGBT support groups.

"The main argument we are saying in the brief is the school district, like almost every other school district in the country, should go to a reputable software provider who has policies to filter material in viewpoint neutral ways and knows the difference between a human rights campaign and a fetish website," Block said. "The fact that they want to save money and it's cheaper to use discriminatory software than a legitimate software product isn't a constitutionally valid reason."

ADF Senior Counsel David Cortman said in a statement that no district should be bullied into exposing children to sexually graphic material.

"It's reprehensible that the ACLU and Yale Law School are more concerned about forwarding an agenda that exposes children to harm than they are about protecting those children," Cortman said in a news release.

Block said the district has filed a motion to dismiss and the ACLU has filed a motion seeking a preliminary injunction. No hearing date has been set.

---

Online:

ACLU: http://www.aclu.org/lgbt-rights/dont-filter-me 

ADF: http://www.adfmedia.org/News/PRDetail/5075 

Attorney general to review use of fund money for concert loan 

By Debby Woodin news@joplinglobe.com 
The Joplin Globe Mon Sep 12, 2011, 09:38 PM CDT 

JOPLIN, Mo. — Complaints by Joplin residents about the city borrowing from a Joplin tornado recovery fund to seed a 9/11 concert has prompted the Missouri attorney general’s office to review the arrangement.

“We did receive some calls about the concert, so we are reviewing the situation,” said Nancy Gonder, spokeswoman for Attorney General Chris Koster.

She said she could not go into detail about how the review will be conducted. “I think we’ll move pretty quickly and try to resolve it this week,” Gonder said.

City Manager Mark Rohr last week asked the Community Foundation for Southwest Missouri to advance what officials have termed a loan to the city to stage a concert by country artist Travis Tritt on Sunday. Tritt ultimately backed out of the plan and the concert was canceled.

Rohr had told the Joplin City Council last Tuesday that the concert was an effort by a committee of residents to raise money for the tornado relief fund. It was being organized at the last minute, and the residents needed seed money to guarantee expenses. He said the money would be repaid with donations.

One of the residents involved in organizing the concert effort, Julia Skidmore, a dentist, was securing sponsors and that money was to go back to the tornado fund to repay the loan. Additionally, she was arranging for a national cable network to broadcast a message about the concert and a text-to-give service so that people could donate by texting.

“All of the upfront money for the concert had been recouped through sponsorship pledges,” by Friday afternoon, Rohr said Monday, but Tritt, citing controversy over the use of tornado-fund money, pulled out of the show about the same time the committee was meeting with city officials about the sponsorships.

“Any additional sponsorship money, text-to-give revenue and post production money from the concert would have been directed back to the Community Foundation to provide even more help to the victims of the storm,” Rohr said.

Rohr said Monday that he could understand why some people would be concerned about the use of the fund for a loan to the concert even though the intention was to repay the money, “but I would do it again if I had to. I have been working on the storm for 3 1/2 months. I’m not going to do anything to jeopardize that or to jeopardize storm victims.”

He said he had faith that Skidmore and the other residents would produce what they said, “and that faith was born out. She did everything she said,” by securing sponsorships and national coverage that would have generated donations to the storm relief fund. He said it was his understanding that $75,000 had been pledged by sponsors that would have been used to repay the loan.

Patrick Tuttle, the director of the Joplin Convention and Visitors Bureau, booked the entertainment, which was to have been held at Landreth Park. He said Monday that $30,000 of the money had been sent to Tritt’s booking agency. He said the agency returned that money via a wire transfer on Monday and that no other funds were expended. A spokeswoman for the Community Foundation confirmed that the money had been sent back.

The Globe filed an open records request Monday with the city for any contracts, expenditures or emails and other documents involving the concert and the loan.

Mayor Mike Woolston said that people who complained to the attorney general may not have known all the facts involved in the transaction. “No money has changed hands inappropriately. There has been not one cent lost or unaccounted for or anything like that,” the mayor said.

He said city officials were aware of a similar event in Kansas City that raised $200,000 from a $50,000 investment for a different cause, and that is what city officials envisioned when they sought the loan.

He said neither Tritt nor anyone affiliated with him contacted the city before canceling the appearance here. Woolston had said last Friday that Tritt was misinformed about the arrangement. The matter had become an issue on Facebook on Friday.

“I’m confident the city will be exonerated,” the mayor said of the attorney general’s review. “There’s no money missing or anything like that.”

Mo. conservation officials to open trout hatchery 
Southeast Missourian
Sep 13, 5:02 AM EDT

LEBANON, Mo. (AP) -- Missouri's Conservation Department celebrates the expansion of the trout hatchery near Bennett Spring State Park later this month.
The hatchery supplies trout that lure thousands of anglers every year to the park, which lies in south-central Missouri's Dallas and Laclede counties. Officials expect the larger hatchery to produce about 60,000 more trout than the 300,000 it's been producing each year.

The project expanded the hatchery from 1,200 to about 4,000 square feet, with roughly double the number of egg jars, troughs and tanks. The Conservation Department says the project cost $2.3 million, with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service covering 75 percent.

A dedication ceremony for the Bennett Spring Hatchery is scheduled Sept. 22.

River City Casino to expand, add nearly 100 employees 

St. Louis Post-Dispatch - BY TIM BRYANT 
Posted: Tuesday, September 13, 2011 12:03 am
LEMAY • The economy may be down, but at least one local casino sees opportunity for expansion.

Pinnacle Entertainment announced plans Monday to spend $82 million for a hotel, parking garage and events center for its River City Casino. It will create about 350 construction jobs and nearly 100 permanent jobs, Pinnacle officials added.

Construction is scheduled to begin early next year with the intent of completing the projects in the second half of 2013. Pinnacle is financing the work itself.

Anthony Sanfilippo, chief executive of Las Vegas-based Pinnacle, made the announcement at a news conference Monday morning in the casino's parking lot, where the 200-room hotel and events center will rise. The project represents phase two of the casino, which Pinnacle promised to deliver when opening River City in March 2010.

"St. Louis is very important to us," Sanfilippo said.

Company officials hope the River City hotel will draw gamblers from outside Missouri the way Lumière Place, Pinnacle's gaming center downtown, attracts out-of-state customers who have a choice of two hotels at the complex next to Laclede's Landing.

Sanfilippo said Pinnacle will own and operate the River City hotel, much as the company operates Hotel Lumière — formerly Embassy Suites — at Lumière Place.

St. Louis County Executive Charlie Dooley attended the news conference and emphasized the job creation aspect of Pinnacle's River City expansion.

"We have seen good jobs, new infrastructure and a renewed vitality in this area," Dooley said. "By delivering on River City's commitment to expand, Pinnacle is demonstrating they are good partners to St. Louis County and good neighbors in Lemay."

Sanfilippo said the company already employs more than 2,300 people at its two casino complexes in the St. Louis market.

The hotel, the 10,000-square-foot events center and 1,700-car garage will be built at the south end of the casino complex. Sanfilippo said the hotel will connect directly to the existing building and the events center, which will be able to host meetings and concerts.

River City Casino turned in a strong financial performance last month. The Missouri Gaming Commission released figures Monday that showed River City's revenue of $16.5 million in August was up 11.5 percent from August 2010. It was the only casino in the St. Louis area to post a year-to-year gain.

Adding a hotel to River City could make sense, said Joseph Weinert, a senior vice president and gaming analyst at Spectrum Gaming Group, of Linwood, N.J.

"It strikes me as being a very reasonable and measured approach," Weinert said. "Overnight players are certainly worth more than day trip players."

Depending on how Pinnacle chooses to market the hotel, a percentage of rooms could be set aside as complimentary lodging for high rollers at the gaming tables, Weinert said.

"They expect a comped room to reward their play," he said.

Neil Walkoff, Pinnacle's senior vice president responsible for River City and Lumière Place, said the River City expansion "will further elevate the level of leading guest amenities offered at River City."

Mo. Gov. Jay Nixon's son cited for marijuana possession 

St. Louis Post-Dispatch - BY JAKE WAGMAN 
Posted: Tuesday, September 13, 2011 12:01 am 

Will Nixon, the youngest son of Missouri Gov. Jay Nixon, was cited for marijuana possession over the weekend in Columbia, Mo.

Police were dispatched to a loud party early Saturday morning at an apartment complex a few blocks from the University of Missouri campus.

Officers "found several people standing in the common hallway talking loudly and immediately smelled a strong odor of marijuana," according to a summary from the Columbia Police Department.

A pipe with marijuana in it was in plain view on the coffee table of an apartment, department spokeswoman Latisha Stroer said.

When Will Nixon saw police, he tried to "get rid" of the marijuana by throwing it on the ground, Stroer said. Nixon, 21, was cited along with another University of Missouri student, Nickolas Morehead, also 21.

According to police, Morehead told the officers, as they were writing the citations, that Nixon was the governor's son.

On Monday, Gov. Nixon issued a statement calling the incident "a private matter that will be handled through the municipal process."

"My son is a fine young man, and we will be working through this issue as a family," the governor said in a statement released by his office.

Columbia has among the most lax marijuana laws in the state. Under city code, police are largely prohibited from taking into custody individuals caught with small amounts of pot. Instead, police are instructed to issue a citation at the scene, as was done for Will Nixon.

The maximum fine for such an offense is $250, although the city ordinance states there should "be a strong presumption" that a suspended imposition of sentence along with drug counseling or community service is the proper punishment.

Will Nixon is the younger of the governor's two sons. According to Mizzou's online directory, he is a junior studying political science. He was also on the school's golf team, but does not appear on the current roster.

MISSOURINET

Economic basis of Aerotropolis questioned (AUDIO)

by Bob Priddy on September 13, 2011

in Business,Economy,Finance,Taxes,Transportation
The entire economic analysis of the Aerotropolis bill comes under question from state senators.  Some of them don’t trust the formula used to forecast success for the project. .

Backers of the China Hub trade portal being advocated for St. Louis want 360-million dollars in tax credits to help developers put together the storage buildings and factories that would make Lambert-St. Louis a Midwest hub for trade with China.

The economic development department uses a formula from Regional Economic Models Incorporated–REMI–to say a major warehouse project built near the airport would return a dollar-7 cents to the state for each tax dollar spent in ten years.

Senator Kurt Schaefer of Columbia questions the economic model—and points to a model that predicted a big future for a Moberly plant that has gotten into bad trouble.

                                       


Listen to Schaeffer’s inquiry mp3 

Download 
  :30

1He was talking the economic development department’s Chris Pieper, who says the numbers that are used to determine return on investment of state  money come from the companies wanting the credits. 

Other senators think the return on investment is much too low for a 360-million dollar state investment. 

Senate leadership has been hoping to get debate on the bill today.

Facebook Fix near senate passage (AUDIO)

by Bob Priddy on September 12, 2011

in Crime & Courts,Education,Human Interest
A challenge to the governor’s powers to limit the agenda in a special legislative session is poised to pass the state senate today. Senator Jane Cunningham’s bill requires school districts to have policies banning private internet communications between school staff and students.

Kansas City Senator Jolie Justus tells her some teachers in her district remain concerned…

              
Justus and Cunningham :23 mp3
 

Download 
[1facer2] :18 “school board”

Cunningham maintins the legisalture has the power to go beyond the specifics in the governor’s call for a special session. Governor Nixon had called for lawmakers to repeal questionable parts of a bill passed in the spring. But he specifically says he wants no new language in its place until January. Cunningham says he cannot place such tight limits on the general assembly.

Assaults on law enforcement officers increasing
by Jessica Machetta on September 12, 2011

in Crime & Courts
Assaults on law enforcement officers continue to climb, especially in Missouri’s metro areas.

Missouri’s Fraternal Order of Police is seeing an increase in the number of criminals who are armed, and with that, the number of assaults on officers is going up.

President of the Missouri Fraternal Order of Police Kevin Ahlbrand is a detective with St. Louis Metro P.D. He says conceal and carry has led to more car break-ins, especially where guns aren’t allowed in — such as at churches and sporting events.

“We see more and more instances of officers being shot at — not necessarily hit all the time — but they’re being shot in. Typically in years past, someone breaking into a car or a residential break-in weren’t armed, but now we’re seeing kids even just breaking into cars are routinely armed,” he says. He adds that car break ins are “skyrocketing.”

And Ahlbrand says there might be a good reason armed criminals are getting more brazen.

“There are parts of the city of St. Louis that are very very violent,” he says. “Another factor, which we think contributes to officer assaults, the days of a two-officer car are almost non-existent anymore.” He says when he joined the force some 20 years ago, nearly every police car on the street had two officers inside. Now, it’s policy to always call for back-up, but sometimes when it takes a while for back-up to arrive, officers are left with little choice but to pursue the criminal alone.

That, he says, can be blamed on a lack of resources: federal funding has led to a reduction of officers on police forces across the state, and he says lack of good pensions, pay raises and benefits has led to fewer young men and women joining in the first place.

He says assaults on law enforcement officers are up 17 percent throughout the U.S. this year, and Missouri is no different. Ahlbrand says St. Louis and Kansas City are driving those numbers.

Ahlbrand says he’s not surprised St. Louis tops the list of the United States’ most dangerous cities each year. The report is issued by the FBI each year and ranks crimes with per capita numbers to compile the list. 

Seatbelt use in Missouri up slightly, still below national average

by Mike Lear on September 13, 2011

in Human Interest,Law Enforcement,Transportation,Travel
A recent survey says Missourians are wearing seatbelts more, but the state still lags behind the national average.

Among all Missouri drivers, seatbelt usage is up 3 percent to 79 percent compared to last year. Some groups are dragging those numbers down, however.

Department of Transportation spokeswoman Sandra Hentges says teen drivers are only buckling up 67 percent of the time, slightly up from last year. She notes at some school districts that figure is as low as 28 to 34 percent. She hopes the Battle of the Belt competition starting up again next week will help drive those numbers up. It pits High Schools against one another to record the highest number of students buckling in.

Another group for which the usage number is low is pickup truck drivers. They log the lowest percentage at 66. In 2010, 87 percent of pickup truck drivers killed in accidents were unbuckled.

The national average is 85 percent of all drivers overall buckling in. Hentges notes that among the states with higher percentages than Missouri are all those which have enacted a primary seatbelt law.  32 states have such a law, that allows authorities to pull a driver over for not wearing a seatbelt.  In Missouri and 16 other states where a secondary law is in place, drivers are legally required to wear seatbelts but can not be stopped for failing to.

The annual survey took 127,720 observations of drivers and passengers in 460 locations in both urban and rural counties.  The usage rate fluctuated between 75 and 77 percent between 2004 and 2010.

For more information on safe driving, visit savemolives.com. 
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Local Control Bill Passes House, Moves to Senate

Riverfront Times
By Albert Samaha Tue., Sep. 13 2011 at 8:12 AM 


On Friday the Missouri House of Representatives passed the bill that would return control of the St. Louis Metropolitan Police Department back to the city. The bill passed easily, just as it did in February. 
So, once again, local control is in the hands of the Senate, which is where it died back in May when a group of Senators held it hostage in an attempt to resolve an unrelated tax reform issue. The bill's prospects look brighter in this special session, though.

As reported in last month's cover story Just Who Does Jamilah Nasheed Think She Is?, the parties involved-- Mayor Francis Slay, Police Officers Association business manager Jeff Roorda, Speaker of the House Steven Tilley, the bill's sponsor in the House Nasheed, and its sponsor in the Senate Joe Keaveny-- all believe that the bill will pass. After the POA, which is the union representing the officers, got behind the bill for the first time ever in May, the block of opposition vanished. Even State Senator Jim Lembke, once a vocal opponent of local control, has jumped on board.

It is unclear when the bill will reach the Senate floor. The legislators remain locked in a debate over the economic development bill, which includes the Aerotropolis proposal. The "Facebook bill" is also ahead in the agenda's queue. 

The only visible potential opposition in the Senate appears to be State Senator Maria Chappelle-Nadal, and even then, her skepticism toward the bill feels trivial compared to her intense rhetoric earlier in the year.

She told the Post-Dispatch on Wednesday that she wanted to read over the adjustments made in the bill over the summer, before casting a final judgement. Regardless, her stance may be moot, as there is noticeably little vocal opposition at this point.

Those who have opposed local control mainly asserted that they are defending the benefits of police officers. For instance, Chappelle-Nadal likened her stance to that of those who protested against Wisconsin governor Scott Walker's plan to eliminate public workers' collective bargaining rights. 

As recently as July, though, she acknowledged that she was satisfied with how the bill had evolved since passing the House, with provisions added to overtly ensure that the most important benefits would be protected. "As the bill stands, I'm OK with it," she said in an interview for last month's cover story.

Joe Steiger, vice president of the police union, testified in support of the bill during a House committee hearing on Thursday. With the POA in support, there is much less rhetorical space to argue against local control. State Representative Kathie Conway, of St. Charles, was the only member of the House to voice an opposition to the bill when it reached the floor last week. She argued that the police union is only supporting local control because they were "backed into a corner" by the ballot initiative funded by billionaire Rex Sinquefield. Which is a true but incomplete characterization. St. Louis voters did their part as well.

As last month's story stated:

For the union, local control seemed unavoidable. In November, 61 percent of St. Louis voters checked "yes" on Proposition L, a proposal to measure public support for local control. Billionaire Rex Sinquefield was pushing to get a local-control ballot initiative for 2012. Plus, the bill breezed through the House, signifying a paradigm shift in how legislators perceived local control. If this was going to happen, Roorda and the union decided, they might as well help shape it.

St. Louis' residents, St. Louis' mayor, St. Louis' well-known billionaire, St. Louis' police union, and out-state Republican Speaker of the House Tilley are all behind the local control bill.

It would be surprising and telling if this line-up of political force can't get local control passed. 

Crossroads takes flight with "Air Claire"
Politico – David Catanese
September 13, 2011

American Crossroads is going back to the controversy over Sen. Claire McCaskill's (D-Mo.) private plane Tuesday, unveiling a radio spot and two aviation-themed billboard ads near local airports, POLITICO has learned. 

"Sky-high airfares got you down?" the billboards near the St. Louis and Springfield airports say. "Senator Claire McCaskill flies in her own jet — and you pay for it!" 

The GOP group's radio spot dramatizes a detective grilling McCaskill, with answers drawn from her public statements. "I want to be held accountable," McCaskill says in one old audio clip. "I'm sure you will be ma'am," the detective responds. "Taking 80 grand from the federal government for flights on your own jet doesn't look good." 

McCaskill, one of the most heavily targeted Senate Democrats in 2012, was embarrassed earlier this year by more than a quarter-million of back taxes on her plane, a flap in which she eventually caused her to reimburse the Treasury for political trips billed to taxpayers.

Redistricting sparks big-time feuds

Politico
By ALEX ISENSTADT | 9/11/11 11:13 PM EDT 

Verbal altercations, charges of backstabbing and plotting with the enemy, finger-pointing: It might sound like a midday soap opera, but it’s not.

The once-in-a-decade redistricting process hasn’t even been completed in most states, but it has already torn through congressional delegations across the country — shredding alliances, dividing parties and fraying nerves.

The fights are playing out in ways that highlight tensions that are boiling behind the scenes. “F—- you. Thanks for your help,” Missouri Rep. Russ Carnahan reportedly told fellow Democratic Rep. Lacy Clay on the House floor after Clay refused to oppose a GOP-drafted redistricting plan that imperiled Carnahan by squeezing them both into the same district. A few weeks later, Carnahan erupted at Rep. Emanuel Cleaver on the floor, accusing him of lending his support to the plan.

It’s hardly the only feud. In Louisiana, Rep. John Fleming accused fellow GOP Rep. Charles Boustany of working with Democrats in the state Legislature to engineer a map that would solidify his own seat while leaving Fleming vulnerable. “He’s doing things that could get Speaker [John] Boehner fired,” an outraged Fleming said at the time.

“Sometimes it causes real tension. There’s no question about it,” said former New York Rep. Bill Paxon, a former National Republican Congressional Committee chairman who is now one of the party’s top fundraisers. “Redistricting potentially pits brother against brother and sister versus sister. It’s the ultimate political cage match and makes you run against an adversary who you’ve worked with for years. It’s three-dimensional chess.”

The infighting is not unique to the current round of line-drawing. Previous years have been rife with member-on-member conflicts, like the 1992 dust-up between Stephen Solarz and Chuck Schumer in New York or the tense 2002 Democratic primary between John Dingell and Lynn Rivers in Michigan. The friction underscores lawmakers’ insecurities at a time when their political fates are out of their hands.

“There is anxiety just based on the uncertainty and the unknowns,” said former New York Rep. Tom Reynolds, a former NRCC chairman who has long been regarded as one of his party’s top strategists. “It’s one of those times when a member does not control his or her destiny.”

The wrangling presents a challenge for party leaders, who are scrambling to soothe members who feel slighted or threatened. John Hishta, who served as NRCC executive director during the last redistricting, recalled then-President George W. Bush’s political affairs shop — led by Karl Rove — seeking to extinguish some of the conflicts that were raging at the time.

“Sometimes, it’s hard to get delegations to agree to this stuff,” Hishta said. “Self-preservation: It comes back to that.”

This year, independent commissions tasked with redrawing congressional boundaries have compounded the stress for some members. In California, a new bipartisan, citizen-led redistricting panel has put longtime Democratic Reps. Howard Berman and Brad Sherman on a collision course.

The congressmen are at loggerheads over who will lay claim to a San Fernando Valley-area district. Powerful Democratic Rep. Henry Waxman, who has endorsed Berman, told POLITICO there is growing anger among Democrats at Sherman for refusing to pitch his tent elsewhere — and warned that it was time for the congressman to begin considering his options.

Former California Rep. Vic Fazio, a onetime Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee chairman, said the commission added another level of uncertainty to redistricting that didn’t exist previously in the state. In years prior, members had free rein to lobby state legislators who were tasked with approving the final map.

“This is something I think you will see as nonpartisan entities conduct redistricting,” Fazio said of the member conflicts. “As this is taken out of the hands of state legislators, this will continue to escalate.” 

Much of the squabbling is taking place in states that, due to population losses over the past decade, are shedding seats, including Missouri and Louisiana. In both states, incumbents find themselves squeezed out of their seats and compelled to either run against a sitting member or retire. 

 “When a state is losing a seat, someone needs to go, and that’s a very uncomfortable position for everyone involved,” said Brian Walsh, a former NRCC political director who now serves as president of the American Action Network. “In this game of musical chairs, someone’s not going to get a chair, and that’s going to create a lot of angst.” 

When Pennsylvania shed two seats during the 2002 round of redistricting, the state’s GOP delegation meetings grew so tense that members asked staffers to leave the room, recalled Mike McElwain, a GOP consultant who served as NRCC political director at the time. 

“It was pretty heated,” McElwain said. 

“Everybody wants a safer district,” he said. “Nobody wants to lose their jobs, and they don’t want to spend the next 10 years in competitive races.” 

But the conflicts are just as heated in states that are gaining seats — particularly Texas. There, Republican Reps. Joe Barton and Lamar Smith found themselves locked in a behind-the-scenes fight — with Barton reportedly pushing for all four of the state’s new seats to strongly favor Republicans, and Smith arguing they should be evenly split between the two parties. It got so bad that Barton tried to circumvent Smith in his role as the GOP delegation’s redistricting point person. 

Chris Perkins, a Republican pollster who helped then-Majority Leader Tom DeLay draw Texas’s lines in 2003, said it was only natural to see disagreements among members about how the state’s valuable political territory would be parceled out. Texas, which saw a population boom over the past decade, is gaining more seats than any other state. 

That Texas already has a large delegation, said Perkins, made dissension inevitable. 

“There are a lot of cooks in the kitchen,” he said. 

Even after the dust settles, new rifts could surface — particularly over who will open their checkbooks to cover redistricting-related legal costs. With a slate of lawsuits in place, McElwain said, members are going to be asked to put their fundraising powers to work — something few will be eager to do. 

“Raising money for redistricting isn’t one of those sexy things,” McElwain said.

Blunt cosponsors bill to halt federal regulations

Springfield Newsl-Leader
Posted on September 12, 2011 by Malia Rulon 

Sen. Roy Blunt cosponsored a bill today that would place a one-year moritorium on federal regulations. It’s called the “Regulatory Time-Out Act.” 

“I’ve met with countless job creators in Missouri who have told me that regulatory uncertainty is one of the greatest obstacles to growing their businesses,” the Springfield Republican said in a news release. “As the nation struggles with high unemployment and record debt, this bill would give small business owners the certainty they need to create new jobs without the risk of facing burdensome new regulations.”

Blunt added: “Two Democrat Governors have already put similar regulatory moratoriums in place, and I believe President Obama should have followed their lead and included this measure as part of his recent jobs plan.”

According to Blunt, federal agencies are at work on more than 4,200 new rules. The Federal Register, which lists all federal rules and regulations, now stands at 83,000 pages – 77 percent larger than it was under President Ronald Reagan.

From Blunt’s news release: Under the “Regulatory Time-Out Act,” “significant” rules include those costing more than $100 million per year – a definition consistent with the policies of past administrations.  The moratorium would not apply to rules that address imminent threats to human health or safety or other emergencies, or that apply to the criminal justice system, military or foreign affairs.

Missouri unemployment worsens slightly in August 
St. Louis Post-Dispatch - BY STEVE GIEGERICH 
Posted: Monday, September 12, 2011 5:08 pm 

Unemployment in Missouri inched up a tenth of a percentage point in August, according to figures released late Monday by the Missouri Department of Economic Development.
At 8.8 percent, state unemployment continues to track ahead of the current rate of national unemployment -- 9.1 percent.
Overall, the economic agency said Missouri lost 3,100 jobs in August.

Study: "Fair Tax" Would Cost Missouri $2.5 Billion, Reduce General Revenue By a Third

Riverfront Times
By Chad Garrison Mon., Sep. 12 2011 at 11:47 AM 


The Missouri Budget Project is out with a new study that it says shows that several "fair tax" proposals for Missouri would cost the state billions. 

The report suggests that the efforts of financier Rex Sinquefield to replace Missouri's income tax with higher sales taxes would lead to a shortfall of at least $2.5 billion in general revenue -- about one-third of the state's total general revenue.

The study suggests that replacing income taxes with sales tax would cause funding for public schools to be slashed by roughly $868 million. Social services and Medicaid would lose almost $466 million, according to the Missouri Budget Project. Higher education would be cut $291 million. Public safety, prisons and the courts would lose almost $272 million. Programs for senior services, health and mental health would be cut nearly $263 million. And the state Departments of Transportation and Agriculture would each lose about one-third of their general revenue funding.

"The irresponsible new sales tax structure would require devastating cuts to the services that enable Missourians and Missouri businesses to thrive," said Amy Blouin, executive director of the Missouri Budget Project, in a statement this morning. "These services provide the foundation of our economy and allow us to remain economically competitive nationwide."

Today's report is the second study to suggest devastating impacts from replacing the state's income tax with higher sales taxes.

Daily RFT has a request out with Sinquefield's think tank, the Show-Me Institute, for comment and response to the Missouri Budget Project's analysis.
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Editorial: Don't buy hype that pits rich vs. poor in Missouri jobs bill 

St. Louis Post-Dispatch - By the Editorial Board 
Posted: Tuesday, September 13, 2011 12:00 am 

A full-court press is being applied to defeat a jobs bill being debated in the Missouri Legislature's special session. The centerpiece of the bill would offer $360 million in tax incentives to turn Lambert-St. Louis International Airport into a freight hub for cargo from China.

The argument pushed by some opponents is that it is yet another economic development proposal that takes from the poor and gives to corporate fat-cats.

As it relates to one section of the bill, which would cut more than $50 million a year from a tax credit that goes to senior citizens, that argument has some merit. But it's not really that simple.

As lawmakers return to the Capitol to debate the bill today, it's important to note who is behind the most serious opposition to the bill. It's not poor folks, old folks, disabled folks or the mentally ill.

It's one of the state's wealthiest developers who has no problem using others to hide his insatiable desire to control a state tax incentive program that he wrote and from which he has profited handsomely.

His name is Jeffrey E. Smith. He lives in Columbia. He builds low-income housing for seniors and others. Mr. Smith makes his money in part by controlling every step of a process that awards him hundreds of millions of dollars in state and federal tax credits for providing that housing.

That Mr. Smith, and other developers like him, produce quality housing for poor people and senior citizens can't be denied. His projects dot the St. Louis region, helping people who need to rent such apartments, condos and villas find a nice place to live at subsidized rates.

That the rates already are subsidized is one of the arguments in favor of getting rid of or reducing the senior citizen rental tax credit program.

Multiple state audits, however, have revealed the low-income housing program as horribly inefficient. Every dollar spent produces about 33 cents worth of housing. Where does the rest of the money go?

Much of it goes into Mr. Smith's pocket.

Through a complex web of companies connected to him, he develops the land, applies for the tax credits and sells them on the open market. In some cases, he owns the construction firms and consulting firms that get contracts to build the actual housing.

For years, a small group of conservative lawmakers has targeted the low-income housing tax program because of its inefficiency and because it has been growing larger and larger, even as the state faces a budget crisis.

When lawmakers suggested putting a cap on the program — not getting rid of it, but simply capping its growth — Mr. Smith and his minions went to work.

At a House hearing in April 2010, Mr. Smith bused in senior citizens from properties he owns in Liberty and St. Peters to fill the room and send a strong message about their benefactor.

The bill went nowhere.

This year's jobs bill is the closest lawmakers have come yet in trying to develop new economic development programs by reducing the growth of others, including the low-income housing program and historic redevelopment tax credits, which often are used on the same projects.

The bill has stalled, in part, because Mr. Smith is good at what he does. He is getting help from people of good heart, people who have given their blood, sweat and tears to senior citizen and mental health issues. They are arguing, falsely, that lawmakers and Gov. Jay Nixon are trying to kill the program.

They are not. They are trying to put a cap on it and a cap on historic tax credits, but they are not trying to kill them. Capping two tax credit programs that are the largest in the nation makes fiscal sense. Making the people who support or benefit from those programs come to the Capitol every few years to compete for money hand-in-hand with schoolchildren and, yes, seniors and the mentally ill, is only fair.

What is not fair is for a wealthy developer to hide behind well-intentioned advocates for the poor and mentally ill.

In 2009, the Post-Dispatch outlined how Mr. Smith launders his contributions to lawmakers by first giving money to a series of political action committees he controls. Those committees have noble-sounding names like Alliance for Elderly Health Care, Advocacy for Special Needs and Coalition for Disability Rights.

The 2010 ethics law passed by lawmakers was supposed to ban such money laundering, forcing donors to be more up front about where their money was going. But that law is on hold, pending a court challenge, and Mr. Smith is still up to his old tricks.

On June 3, as lawmakers were negotiating a deal that would cap his favored tax credit program, he gave $4,500 each to 10 of his political action committees, $45,000 in total, according to Missouri Ethics Commission reports.

Big chunks of that money went to two people, House Speaker Steve Tilley, R-Perryville, and Majority Floor Leader Tim Jones, R-Eureka. Mr. Tilley killed the jobs bill in the House at the end of the regular session, preserving Mr. Smith's money tree. Mr. Jones is the speaker in waiting.

That Mr. Smith gives money to key lawmakers is not unusual. How he does it is. Say what you will about St. Louis investor Rex Sinquefield's penchant for writing $100,000 checks to favored politicians; at least the man isn't trying to hide anything.

Mr. Smith, though, wrote six different checks to Mr. Tilley on June 1 from six different committees for a total haul of $10,000. He wrote Mr. Jones four checks for a total of $6,000.

A fat-cat developer writing checks to politicians doesn't tug on the heartstrings the way a roomful of low-income old folks does.

Under the proposal before lawmakers, the low-income housing and historic redevelopment tax credits programs still will be among the state's largest, at amounts higher than similar programs across the nation. Just two years of tax credits in those two programs combined would be worth more than all the credits proposed for the 15-year China Hub program.

That's the reality of the jobs bill, and no developer-orchestrated shell game can change those facts.
Guest commentary: The public needs answers on flooding issues 

St. Louis Post-Dispatch - By Robert Kelley Schneiders 
Posted: Tuesday, September 13, 2011 12:00 am 

On Aug. 19, seven GOP governors or their representatives from the Missouri River basin met in Omaha, Neb., with U.S. Army Corps of Engineers officials to discuss this year's flood along the Mighty Mo.  Because the governors closed the meeting to the public, we do not know what the corps told the governors or what if anything the corps and the politicians decided about future management of the river.

At a joint press conference following the meeting, the governors stated that flood control must be the corps' top priority along the Missouri in the years ahead.  It is indisputable that flood control should be of paramount importance in operating Missouri River reservoirs.

No one in his right mind would argue that storage of water in the Dakota and Montana reservoirs for the lower river's navigation channel should trump the need to create space in the reservoirs for an approaching super flood or that the reservoirs should be kept dangerously high in the spring so that Dakota sport fishers can catch a few more walleye during the summer.

The governors also called for an independent investigation of the causes of the flood. This is the most significant proposal to emerge from the meeting. Any investigation by the corps, U.S. House of Representatives, U.S. Senate or the governors probably will fail to provide the public with adequate answers to its flood questions. The reason is simple: Military officials and government representatives hold a degree of responsibility for this year's disaster.

Take for example, governors Jay Nixon of Missouri and Terry Branstad of Iowa. Both have been long-time supporters of the Missouri River navigation channel that stretches from Ponca, Neb., to the mouth. For decades, Nixon and Branstad opposed any modification of the upstream reservoir release schedule or the channelization structures in the lower river that might threaten the navigation channel. Yet, we now know that the annual water storage requirements of the navigation channel and the 8,300 pile dikes and revetments in the lower river contributed to this year's unprecedented flood. Not surprisingly, Nixon and Branstad now are shrill in their support of flood control. Undoubtedly, they want to deflect public attention away from their longstanding support for the flood-prone navigation channel.

Any independent investigation should answer these 10 questions:

• Why are the basin governors and the Senate's Missouri River Working Group meeting in secret with the corps, and what are they hiding from the public?

• Why did Brig. Gen. John McMahon arbitrarily decide to keep the reservoir system's base water level unchanged going into the 2012 runoff season? That base water level — which only frees 22 percent of available reservoir storage for a descending super flood — was a primary cause of this year's flood.  In other words, why is McMahon unwilling to lower the reservoirs next year to prevent a repeat of this year's flood?

• Why did the corps inform Missouri Valley residents of the pending deluge only days before its arrival?

• Did concern for endangered species and the preservation of habitat influence the operation of the Montana and Dakota reservoirs in early 2011?

• How did the reservoir water storage requirements for the navigation channel, the reservoir fishery and hydropower generation influence the corps' reservoir release schedule in the months preceding the flood?

• Who at the local, state and federal government levels urged the corps to keep the reservoir levels high going into the 2011 runoff season and why?

• What role did the navigation channel and its thousands of pile dikes and revetments play in the flood?  More specifically, how much did the corps' training structures reduce the lower river's carrying capacity, raise river levels south of Ponca, affect the river's current velocity and foster erosion of expensive urban real estate and agricultural land?

• What part did energy corporations, the Mississippi and Missouri River navigation interests and lower-valley farmers play in keeping reservoirs levels high throughout the winter and spring?

• How did the corps, state governments and federal officials determine the allocation of flood-fighting resources? For example, why was such a huge effort made to secure the property of the residents of Dakota Dunes, S.D., while other valley inhabitants, including those on the Omaha Indian Reservation, had to fend for themselves?

• How did climate change, flood plain development and the loss of Conservation Reserve Program acres contribute to this year's record runoff?

As a nation that still professes to be a democracy, the public deserves answers instead of secrecy. A truly independent and transparent investigation of the flood, the decision-making process and the actors involved will provide the answers we need as a society.

Once we learn the multiple causes, we can take the necessary steps to prevent a similar future catastrophe.  Additionally, when we know why some communities were saved this year and others were allowed to sink, we can ensure that social justice prevails in the allocation of resources during the next disaster.

Robert Kelley Schneiders has written the books "Unruly River: Two Centuries of Change Along the Missouri" (University Press of Kansas, 1999), and "Big Sky Rivers: The Yellowstone and Upper Missouri" (University Press of Kansas, 2003). He is the co-founder and director of Eco InTheKnow, LLC, www.ecointheknow.com
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St. Louis Post-Dispatch
Posted: Tuesday, September 13, 2011 12:00 am 

When hard days come, Crisis Nursery offers someone to lean on

Regarding "Question lingers at tots' funeral: Why?" (Sept. 9): As St. Louis says goodbye to two beautiful children, I can't comprehend what a day would be like with no home, no money, no family, no support system, no way out, while trying to take care of the children I adore the most. I work at St. Louis Crisis Nursery, and these are stories we witness every day. But these tales of tears are what become our stories of success.

As I work at Crisis Nursery, I continue to learn that although there is tragedy, the Crisis Nursery offers hope. When there is judgment, our staff offers kindness. When there is fear, our nurseries offer a safe haven for children. When there is loneliness, the Crisis Nursery has someone waiting. And when there is a parent in trouble, there is still love in her heart.

As people reflect on this tragedy, I hope they will not look coldly into the eyes of other parents who are struggling to piece back their reality. I wish this heartbreak inspires caring. I hope it encourages you to see and care for other humans as you would wish to be seen and cared for if you were in the same circumstances. The St. Louis Crisis Nursery has shown me a group of people who are willing to be listeners, friends, supporters, cheerleaders, caregivers and whatever else a parent, a child or family may need to overcome a challenge.

We all want to overcome our challenges. After all, hard days come for everyone, and it's probably no lie to say that at some point we alll have needed someone to lean on.

Stephanie Kababie • St. Louis

Public Relations Coordinator, St. Louis Crisis Nursery

Unique opportunity

Regarding "House OKs bill to give city control of police" (Sept. 10): The Missouri House has passed the bill that may return the St. Louis Police Department to its rightful owner, the citizens of the city of St. Louis. If Missouri politicians cease the political shenanigans of their forefathers, and the legislation becomes law, the citizens of St. Louis and their elected officials will be presented with a unique opportunity: building a new police department.

The investigative fiasco related to the blatantly improper activities of former Chief Joe Mokwa, et al., demonstrated the stranglehold that politics (nepotism, cronyism and favoritism) has on police operations. It was the greatest scandal in the history of the department, and it was swept beneath the police-blue carpet behind the wall of silence, aided and abetted by "go along to get along" cops, a fearful citizenry, back-room politics and "Oh, well" prosecution. The citizens of St. Louis deserved better.

The template for a truly professional police department is available. It involves "cleaning house," nationwide recruiting of well-educated applicants and making relatives of elected officials and city employees ineligible for hire, establishing reasonable, responsible rules of conduct, including financial disclosure and operational policies, and setting procedures that enhance police performance, and the delivery of police service to the community.

Brain surgeons and rocket scientists aren't necessary in revamping the police department, but it will take a public demand from concerned citizens who want a competent, professional department that will be worthy of their respect.

Michael K. Broughton • Green Park

Obviously asleep

Regarding "Science center ends bonuses for executives" (Sept. 10): The board of commissioners for the St. Louis Science Center is eliminating the bonuses and reducing the number of vice presidents from nine to four (it should be dropped to one). As one of the many taxpayers supporting the science center, I think that is not enough. These bonuses (and previous bonuses) should be repaid to the taxpayers. The money should go to help those in need with utility bills, housing, food, job assistance and training and other needs. If the Post-Dispatch had not uncovered this travesty, they would still get their bonuses, and it would be business as usual. In addition, why do 80 employees need corporate credit cards?

We need a watchdog group made up of taxpayers to help the boar dof commissioners oversee the expenditures of every dollar spent. It is obvious the board members were asleep before these excesses beame public.

Richard Wokurka • St. Louis

Blind and fearful

In the recent Republican presidential candidate debate, Texas Gov. Rick Perry tried to support his position denying human-caused climate change by saying even "Galileo got outvoted for a spell." Of course, Mr. Perry got that wrong, too. Galileo was not "outvoted" by other scientists; Galileo was censored by powerful religious clerics of his day who were willfully blind to and afraid of the implications of the evidence that the Earth might not be the center of the solar system.

Who are the willfully blind and fearful powers or our day? Mr. Perry appears to be among them. Mr. Perry chooses to believe the few scientists who deny the evidence of climate change. There is no "vote" in science; there is a vigorous discussion and examination of evidence. In this case, that evidence has convinced 98 percent of climate scientists to warn us of human-caused climate change.

Mr. Perry was asked at the debate to justify why he is convinced by the small minority position. He offered no reason other than to retreat behind willful doubt and fear of change. In the long run, it did little harm that the clerics of Galileo's day maintained their ignorance of the solar system. But it does matter today if civilization takes action to reduce human-caused climate change. People like Mr. Perry are taking us backward.

Caroline Pufalt • University City

Jobs program

The United States has spent nearly $2 billion over the last two years to send hundreds of extra U.S. civilians to Afghanistan to help with development projects, the economy and training Afghan government officials. Sending just one employee to Afghanistan for one year, excluding infrastructure and security needed to support that person, cost the government between $410,000 and $570,000, according to the State Department inspector general and special inspector general for Afghanistan reconstruction. Trillions of tax payers dollars have been spent on the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, money that could have been put to use taking care of our own economy, infrastructure, security and training people for jobs.

But no, our leadership is a ship of fools.

Jim Kozlowski • St. Louis

Won't hold water

Part of President Barack Obama's "Operation Jobs" speech still doesn't hold water. Here's why: Mr. Obama doesn't seem to understand the difference between jobs and work.

The $150 billion he proposes in stimulus is in the public sector — highways, roads, bridges, infrastructure, etc. After the work is done, there will be no more jobs. In the 1930s, then-President Franklin Delano Roosevelt created the Works Progress Administration, the Civilian Conservation Corps, the Tennessee Valley Authority and built the Hoover Dam and others. These things gave the nation work when the unemployment was approximately 19 percent.

After eight years, unemployment was the same 19 percent — until we entered World War II. After WWII, plants and factories that ahd made goods for the war effort were converted to the private sector. That gave us automobiles, refrigerators, stoves, furniture and homes, and that created jobs.

Jobs can not be created by the government; they must be created by private industry.

Rich Homan • St. Louis
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Keep Social Security
Social Security is not an entitlement. I have been investing money into the fund since 1970 and I do not appreciate the fund being raided by the government.

It may be an entitlement to someone who has never paid in, but fella, I have a listing of how much is mine and I want it back when I retire and not a penny more.

Mickey Cruse
Kansas City
Ballot box choices
The best message I took from President Barack Obama’s speech was that we can’t fix the economy at the ballot box in 14 months. A lot of people are out of work and living paycheck to paycheck right now.

The room where the president spoke was full of our “elected officials” and as the president said, let’s get to work and do the job we were elected to do.

I know what I will do in 14 months if it isn’t fixed. I will vote against every Republican I am able to.

Al Fleeman
Lee’s Summit
America threatened
It was an amazing experiment — valuing individual freedoms and limited government. Never again, I suspect.

My father used to say it would all be over once the public realized what it could vote to take for itself at the public largess. This has been slowly happening for the last 70 years. Thank you, (mostly) liberal houses of Congress. 

Maybe this is how most people want to live now — government ruling our light bulbs and taking most risk out of life at our producers’ expense. Didn’t Ben Franklin say with every security given a freedom is taken away from you?

My heart breaks to its core to see my dad was right. 

The fall is well under way. Goodbye, my precious country. 

Del Hoge Smith
Overland Park
McCaskill best in trade
Some TV ads have suggested that Missourians are unhappy with Sen. Claire McCaskill. I wish I could make a deal with them.

I’d happily trade two for one — both senators from Kansas for McCaskill. I figure that I would be ahead of the game in that kind of deal.

Ruth Fine
Paola, Kan.
GOP fried butter
Fried butter was enjoyed last month by the GOP presidential hopefuls who were Iowa State Fair goers. I can’t think of a better metaphor for today’s Republican Party.

Susan Fischer
Leawood
Lawmakers must socialize together 

I went to Washington, D.C., two years ago on an honor flight to see the World War II memorial. Former Sen. Bob Dole met us and came down the line shaking our hands.
I was the last one, and he stopped to talk. I asked him what was wrong with our government. He said neither party will speak to the other.

They never socialize after work.

William D. Vaughn
Overland Park
Put country first
It has been clear for some time that the GOP (Greed Over Patriotism) has been successful in doing everything it can to actually wreck our economy to get control of the White House again. Senate Minority Leader Mitch McConnell boasted about that being his top priority almost the day Obama entered the White House.

When 71 percent of the American public want to do away with subsidies and tax breaks for highly profitable corporations one would think the GOP would believe “country first” and respond to our majority view. Not this GOP.

How can people vote for a political party that is openly dedicated to pandering to the wealthy while the gap between the rich and the poor gets bigger and bigger? Do people want the country to emulate a banana republic?

That’s where we are headed. Being misled and lied to by watching just one cable news channel and listening to just one perspective on talk radio is not “country first.” It’s self-destructive.

If consumers do not have money to deplete inventories why would an employer add workers to his payroll without orders? Tax breaks won’t do it. Orders do it.

Martin Kaynan
Olathe
Cutting federal workers’ benefits
There has been a lot of discussion about reducing federal spending, by reducing Medicare and Social Security. I have a proposal for consideration:

Let the federal work force retirement age be changed to 66 as it is for most of the rest of us. This may not cure the whole federal deficit, but it will make the rest of us feel as if we are all in the same boat.

I propose everybody use the same Social Security retirement system. The same goes for their health insurance. 

More savings could be achieved with federal workers on 20-hour weeks to eliminate full-time benefits. We could also eliminate unemployment by giving them (workers on unemployment) 20 hours a week of federal work or put the (federal) jobs up for bid, like office space contracts are done. 

Robert Fenn
Prairie Village
Social networking sites
While well intentioned, the new law that prohibits teachers from “friending” students on social networking sites has a major flaw (8/20, A4, “Social media lawsuit filed”). I looked at the text of the law online and could not find any exceptions for parents who are their children’s teachers or for home schooling parents.

Thus, these parents will no longer be able to keep tabs on what their kids do on social networking sites, and the law will actually have the opposite effect of what is intended. If the law is to remain, such an exception must be added. 

Dan Holmes
Olathe
Next crisis awaits U.S.
The nation’s founders gave Congress: “All legislative powers…” in the very first sentence of the Constitution. But Congress has spent the following years shirking that responsibility.

Members of Congress have ceded much of their power to the president and the rest of it to special committees they create to make the tough decisions. This leaves them free to spend time campaigning for re-election or on paid vacation.

Meanwhile, the nation’s business goes unattended … until the next crisis. 

Kenneth Lee
Raytown
U.S. highway funding
The current highway construction funding law expires Sept. 30. Congress must act soon with a new approach if it wants to add jobs and help the economy.

Recent highway bills have been short-term extensions, and the federal gas tax hasn’t changed since 1993. That means businesses like ours, which operates six limestone quarries in eastern Kansas and northwest Missouri, cannot plan long-term capital investments or hire for the future.

Federal data show that every $1 billion in highway investment creates 30,000 jobs. Two million construction-related jobs have been lost since the recession began, and nearly two of every 10 unemployed workers do construction work.

Well-funded, long-term transportation funding benefits more than quarries and contractors. Commerce is the lifeblood of our economy, and highways are its circulatory system. Our infrastructure is essential to sustainable economic growth, increased productivity, American competitiveness and — most importantly — the safety of traveling families.

By passing a long-term, adequately funded infrastructure law with policy and program reforms and dedicated road funding, Congress can establish a national transportation policy that adds jobs now and lifts our economy for the 21st century.

Richard Kaler
Vice President and General Manager
Hunt Martin Materials LLC
Overland Park
Grammar matters
Has anyone noticed the number of people who use the phrase “me and you” or “me and John”? I have begun to hear this all the time, and unfortunately a lot of times it’s by well-educated people.

Although it must be noted that this is a rule all of us learned in elementary school. Have we become so lazy in this country that we don’t care what we say or how we say it?

I realize that a lot of corners are cut in emails and texting, but can we please speak as if we have some intelligence?

Julie Heibel
Independence
Value of politicians
Some years back, a small business owner remarked to me that no man is worth more than one dollar an hour. I submit that this is especially true today of all members of our present Congress and the executive branch.

Robert Richardson
Kansas City
Thanks for a great gift
At St. Luke’s Hospital recently a dear lady across from me in the checkout line in the hospital cafeteria graciously paid for my lunch. She is an employee at St. Luke’s.

I hope she reads this and knows what a great thing she did for me on a difficult day. Thank you many times over. 

Elinor Etterling
Raytown
