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Swine Institute to highlight critical issues

High Plains Journal
The University of Missouri Extension Commercial Agriculture (CA) Program's 2011 Swine Institute has been set for Nov. 8 at the Stoney Creek Inn in Columbia. 

The conference will discuss critical issues facing the swine industry, including nuisance laws; risk identification and management; porcine reproductive and respiratory syndrome; air filtration and CAFO rules; the hog situation and market outlook; and what the global economy means to Missouri pork producers. 

The Institute will begin with a "rapid-fire" session from CA swine team members Tim Safranski, Beth Young, Joe Zulovich and Teng Lim. Topics will include an update on the Missouri PRRS Control and Elimination Project, air inlet filtration and new biofilters for emission control. 

The luncheon program will feature Neil Dierks, National Pork Producers Council chief executive officer. 

The highly popular session on nuisance laws will be repeated this year, with CA legal analyst Vern Pierce talking about the newest Missouri laws; attorney Jean Paul Bradshaw explaining what the nuisance laws mean to Missouri swine producers; and state Sen. Kurt Schaefer offering advice on what to do when a neighbor has filed a nuisance suit. 

Ray Massey, CA economist, will give a presentation on risk identification and management concerning feed and finance. Joe Zulovich, CA swine team leader, will offer an overview of CAFO rules and permits. 

Dan Vaught, professional futures market consultant, will speak on "The Hog Situation and Market Outlook." 

The one-day Swine Institute will conclude with supper with Abner Womack. Womack will discuss the global economy and what it may mean to Missouri pork producers. Womack recently retired as senior economist and director of the MU Food and Agricultural Policy Research Institute. 

The Institute will begin with registration at 10:30 a.m. and conclude with the 6 p.m. dinner program. For registration information, contact Travis Dixon of the MU Conference Office, 573-882-6059 or dixontw@missouri.edu. For information on the program or speakers, contact Katrina Turner at the Commercial Agriculture Program, turnerka@missouri.edu or 573-882-0378.

Missouri Senate Leader Wants to End Special Session

KBIA - by Marshall Griffin 
Fri October 21, 2011

(Jefferson City, Mo.) The head of the Missouri Senate has announced he’s going to pull the plug on the special legislative session next week.  

President Pro-tem Rob Mayer believes it’s too late to pass any kind of economic development bill before the session expires in two weeks.  Despite Thursday’s move by the Missouri House to appoint lawmakers to negotiate a final version of the wide-ranging tax credit bill, Mayer says any agreement must include seven-year expiration dates on historic preservation and low income housing tax credits.

“That’s a provision that all along I have told the Speaker that we have to have to pass (it) through the Senate body, and he on a number of occasions, especially since we’ve gotten into special session, has told me that he cannot do that,” Mayer said.

Mayer plans the final adjournment, also known as “sine die,” to take place next Tuesday – and House Speaker Steven Tilley has confirmed he won’t call House members back to the Capitol once the Senate adjourns.

Missouri Senate leader to end special session

Columbia Missourian - BY The Associated Press 

Friday, October 21, 2011 | 10:43 a.m. CDT; updated 1:46 p.m. CDT, Friday, October 21, 2011 

JEFFERSON CITY — The Missouri Senate leader says he intends to end a special legislative session next week without approving a package of business incentives.

Senate President Pro Tem Rob Mayer said Friday that the House and Senate — who have been meeting since early September — are at an impasse and that he is disappointed no legislation could be passed.

Mayer, a Republican from Dexter, said he hopes economic incentives could be passed next year. Senators were scheduled to meet Tuesday.

For the economic development bill, senators want the programs to have sunset dates to control costs. House members have opposed expiration dates, arguing that they allow one senator to kill programs by blocking a vote on reauthorizing them.

Mo. Senate deadlocks on primary 

Purgason: Voters ought to have a say in selecting candidates

The Daily Record - By Ken York 
Posted: Wednesday, October 19, 2011 1:00 pm | Updated: 1:22 pm, Wed Oct 19, 2011. 

State senators deadlocked and failed to pass a measure Monday that would have nixed the state's presidential primary election in February 2012.

Proponents of the issue say that means millions of voters will go to the polls and cast ballots in an election that may have little or no effect on selecting candidates for the two major parties.

Not holding the primary, however, could have resulted in Missouri becoming a "fly-over state," said Sen. Chuck Purgason, R-Caulfield. Purgason voted against canceling the primary election Monday.

Missouri's presidential primary has generated controversy this fall because it is about a month earlier than what now is allowed under guidelines set by the national Republican and Democratic parties.

The national Republican Party is threatening to halve the number of Missouri delegates if the state holds its primary so early in the year, but Purgason thinks the party is bluffing.

"Those are threats by the national party that haven't come true when they threatened other states. The states of West Virginia, Arizona and Florida all moved their primaries up," Purgason said today. "The party threatened them and ended up not penalizing those states.

"... I think to have unelected national delegates ... dictate what an elected state legislature can do - it's not a good precedent to set. I disagree totally with the party on this deal," he said.

To avoid the threatened sanctions, the state Republican Party already has announced it will hold a caucus in March in order to select delegates for congressional district conventions in April and the state convention in June.

Since the Democrats already have their presidential candidate, President Barack Obama, the only party's candidate affected by the election might be that of the Libertarian Party.

But the Libertarians aren't that keen on selecting candidates through a primary election anyway, according to Greg Tlapek, executive director for the Libertarian Party in Missouri.

"It's not a real signature issue for us. It's not what people think of traditionally as a Libertarian issue, although we have taken positions," Tlapek said early today in a voice-mail message for The Daily Record.

"Primary elections really are internal party business, or they should be. They cost money. It should be something that's handled internally by the party," Tlapek said. "They should field the best candidate they can, and there should be internal processes within the party to do that."

Tlapek acknowledges, however, that in the past, decisions made in "smoke-filled back rooms" have not resulted in the best candidates being fielded.

"That, I think, reflects poorly on the parties, and people need to vote the parties out," he said.

Monday's Senate vote was 16-16. The "no" votes came from eight Republicans, Including Purgason, and eight Democrats. All 16 of the "aye" votes were from Republicans.

Missouri Senate leader Mayer to end special session without approval of business incentives 

St. Louis Public Radio - By Marshall Griffin 
Fri October 21, 2011

The head of the Missouri Senate has announced he’s going to pull the plug on the special legislative session next week.

President Pro-tem Rob Mayer (R, Dexter) believes it’s too late to pass any kind of economic development bill before the session expires in two weeks.  Despite Thursday’s move by the Missouri House to appoint lawmakers to negotiate a final version of the wide-ranging tax credit bill, Mayer says any agreement must include 7-year expiration dates, or sunsets, on historic preservation and low income housing tax credits.

“That’s a provision that all along I have told (House) Speaker (Steven Tilley) that we have to have to pass (it) through the Senate body," Mayer said.  "He on a number of occasions, especially since we’ve gotten into special session, has told me that he cannot do that.”

Mayer plans the final adjournment, also known as “sine die,” to take place next Tuesday.  Tilley (R, Perryville) says he’s disappointed with Mayer’s decision.

“Just over four or five days ago (Mayer) was telling the press that he wanted the House to send him a bill so we could go to conference, and in a public setting work out the differences," Tilley said.  "For me and the House, it’s just another example of the Senate saying one thing and doing another.”

If Mayer adjourns the Senate next week as planned, Tilley says House members won’t be called back to Jefferson City and that he’ll allow the special session to expire as scheduled on November 5th.  Also, a technical session in the House scheduled October 27th would be canceled as well.

Senate Leader Pulls Plug on China Hub, Pro-Business Legislation

KMOX
October 21, 2011 10:21 AM

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) — The Missouri Senate leader says he intends to end a special legislative session next week without approving a package of business incentives, that included tax breaks for the China cargo hub.

Lawmakers have been meeting since early September in a special legislative session that is focused on a proposal to pare back some of Missouri’s existing tax credits and create new incentives for international shippers at the St. Louis airport, computer data centers and certain other businesses. But the House and Senate, which are both led by Republicans, have been unable to agree on what to do.

Senate President Pro Tem Rob Mayer said Friday that he is disappointed no legislation could be passed. Mayer, a Republican from Dexter, says he hopes economic incentives could be passed next year. Senators were scheduled to meet Tuesday.

For the economic development bill, senators want the programs to have sunset dates to control costs. House members have opposed expiration dates, arguing that they allow one senator to kill programs by blocking a vote on reauthorizing them.

Mo. Senate Leader To End Special Session

House, Senate Have Come To Stalemate Over Legislation

KMBC
POSTED: 10:13 am CDT October 21, 2011, UPDATED: 10:33 am CDT October 21, 2011

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. -- The Missouri Senate leader said he intends to end a special legislative session next week without approving a package of business incentives. 

State lawmakers have been meeting since early September, but the House and Senate have come to a stalemate over the legislation. 

Senate President Pro Tem Rob Mayer said Friday that the chambers are at an impasse and that he is disappointed no legislation could be passed. Mayer, a Republican from Dexter, said he hopes economic incentives could be passed next year. Senators were scheduled to meet Tuesday. 

For the economic development bill, senators want the programs to have sunset dates to control costs. House members have opposed expiration dates, arguing that they allow one senator to kill programs by blocking a vote on reauthorizing them. 

Senate leader says time for deal is up

Mayer denies lying to House speaker.

Columbia Daily Tribune  - By Rudi Keller
Friday, October 21, 2011

JEFFERSON CITY — The legislative special session appears set to end Tuesday in disappointment for anyone counting on lawmakers to make it easier for them to find a job.

For most of the past month, leaders of each chamber have spent as much time blaming the other body for their failure to find common ground as they have trying to find a compromise. Senate President Pro Tem Rob Mayer, R-Dexter, continued the assault today and said House leaders were captives of powerful special interests. 

Mayer’s statement was issued in response to another round of Senate-bashing that became personal yesterday when House Speaker Steve Tilley, R-Perryville, said Mayer had lied to him. Tilley made the statement during House debate and said it again during a session with reporters.

“You want me to lie out on the House floor, or do you want me to be honest?” Tilley said when asked about his accusation. “Sen. Mayer told me that we’d go to conference absolutely. Sen. Mayer said he would get the deal done on the Senate side.”

Mayer said today he never lied to Tilley and told him soon after lawmakers began meeting that the deal struck in the summer was in trouble in the Senate. And Gov. Jay Nixon, in his call bringing lawmakers together, had cut out part of the deal and added items that were not part of that plan, Mayer said.

“I am disappointed he would make comments of that nature in public because I have not lied to him,” Mayer said. “I understand his frustrations in not getting the economic development bill passed.”

There is not enough time left before the Nov. 5 adjournment date to hammer out a new deal, Mayer said, and he intends to make a motion to adjourn Tuesday. 

The Senate passed a bill that promoted jobs and had projected savings of almost $1 billion over 15 years, but “unfortunately the House did not follow suit,” he said. “Rather, three weeks later, the House leadership passed a bill for a select few developers at the expense of Missouri taxpayers.”

The top item on the special session agenda was a bill to provide new tax breaks for businesses and to cut back on expensive programs used by property developers. Lawmakers have been meeting since Sept. 6 and arrived planning to quickly pass a bill hammered out in negotiations during June and July between Mayer and Tilley.

From the Senate, a pared-down bill emerged, with only $60 million for a St. Louis air cargo hub and without a repeal of a tax credit for the elderly and residents with disabilities. It had ending dates for programs favored by developers — low-income housing development tax credits and renovations of historic properties — and put new caps on those programs.

The House opposed ending dates, or sunsets, on the programs, and its version of the bill included looser caps on the program favored by developers.

Democrats, who control the fewest number of seats they have had since the 1920s, will make sure voters know why nothing was achieved, House Minority Leader Mike Talboy said. Democrats supported most items in the bill, especially after the air freight subsidy was cut and the provision taking away the tax credit for seniors and people with disabilities was removed.

“It is very cruel to folks in this economic environment that we take a look at the unemployment rate and talk about how we are going to come down here and create jobs and not do it,” he said.

From Sept. 6 to 30, Tilley received more than $300,000 in campaign donations. He is running for lieutenant governor. Mayer, who maintains a committee to run for “statewide office” next year, took in $31,600 during the same period.

Tilley had promised not to accept donations while lawmakers were in session. That promise meant the regular session, he said yesterday. He cannot run a successful campaign if he cancels events scheduled before anyone knew when the special session would take place, Tilley said. 

MO Facebook Law: Nixon Rids Schools of Ban 

Missouri Gov. Jay Nixon signed new legislation eliminating controversial item. 

Hazelwood Patch - By Jean Whitney 
October 22, 2011 

Familiar Facebook logo will not disappear from the teachers' arsenal of ways to engage students, due to a new Missouri law revoking a ban. 

Democratic Missouri Gov. Jay Nixon signed into law Friday legislation that eliminates the ban on social media use by public school teachers.

The ban on use between teachers and students of internet sites like Facebook was on hold by court order after Chesterfield's State Sen. Jane Cunningham, a Republican, pushed through a bill earlier this year that was seen as antiquated by some but played on parents' fears about potentially predatory school staff.

The ban would not allow teachers to communicate through texts and emails with students, unless a third party was involved. Texting and email are a primary form of communication for young people now.

When Missouri State Teachers Association (MSTA) objected to the social media ban, a court order stopped Cunningham's law from going into effect as the new school year began.

Cunningham's office described the problem as unclear language in her law, and that tweaking it would solve things.

After languishing on hold for nearly two months, lawmakers put a new bill on Nixon's desk during this special session of the Legislature, eliminating the older version. Nixon signed it Friday.

“This bill is not as good as it should be, but to veto it would return us to a bill that would be far worse,” Nixon said in a written statement with the signing.

And state Teachers Association's Todd Fuller, director of communications, said the issue is not over.

Missouri schools are now required to formulate their own social media policies by March 1, under the new law.
"The reason we just don't drop the lawsuit is because we don't know what policy is going to be written. This injunction still protects teachers as policy is written and put into place," Fuller told Patch.

Cunningham thought the latest version of the law served to confirm things for school districts with social media policies already in place, and provided direction for those who would be formulating a policy by March 1.

"I think we particularly needed to clarify the language about electronic communication," Cunningham told Patch Friday.

Blunt, McCaskill introduce measure to limit federal control of Lake of the Ozarks land 

St. Louis Post-Dispatch - BY BILL LAMBRECHT 
Posted: Saturday, October 22, 2011 12:05 am 

WASHINGTON • Missouri's senators are banking that merely introducing their bill stripping power from the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission will pressure the agency to reverse an order that could require removal of thousands of homes, businesses and structures from the Lake of the Ozarks shoreline.

If the commission doesn't change course, Sen. Claire McCaskill warned Friday that she and Sen. Roy Blunt are prepared to "go to the mats" with bipartisan legislation to prohibit the commission from issuing such orders not just at Lake of the Ozarks, but anywhere.

"It's beyond ridiculous that they would enter into a shore management plan that would essentially require thousands of people to have their homes torn down. It's just stupid," McCaskill, a Democrat, said in an interview.

Blunt, a Republican, also used the word ridiculous to describe the commission's refusal thus far to back away from a draconian order that threatens the property of hundreds of people and a fragile real estate economy.

"This is an example of another federal agency acting as if common sense has been thrown out the window. People have been paying taxes on this property for years and, in some cases, decades," Blunt said in a statement.

"The best solution is for them to say, 'Never mind, we've reached a ridiculous conclusion and we intend to change that,'" Blunt told reporters this week.

A commission spokeswoman said her agency had no comment on the Landowner Protection Act, which would prohibit the energy panel from ordering removal or modification of structures deemed nonconforming. The legislation is retroactive to Jan. 1 so as to nullify the Lake of the Ozarks order.

The commission, an independent federal agency that goes by the acronym FERC, thus far has resisted calls to rescind its order. FERC asserts that thousands of landowners wrongly built homes, decks and variety of structures on property that belongs to Ameren Missouri's Bagnell Dam and Osage hydroelectric project.

St. Louis-based Ameren, backed by Missourians in Congress, asked FERC to redraw the hydroelectric project's boundary to exclude structures in jeopardy. McCaskill echoed that sentiment, adding that buildings not in the boundary should be granted easements "without any kind of cloud or legal question about ownership rights."

McCaskill said she doubted that FERC would stick to its guns; she said she expected a decision within four to eight weeks. Already, delay is causing problems, she observed.

"It's such a gut-punch to a real estate market at the lake," she said. "It's a difficult time of year for them, it's a difficult time for them period. To have this layered on top is just unacceptable. So we've got to get this cleared up as quickly as possible."

The legislation drew praise from Karen Walker, one of the lake's landowners. Walker has appealed to FERC and on Friday sent letters to President Barack Obama and to elected officials in Illinois, where she lives part time, requesting help.

Walker called the legislation "totally great. This is the type of action that could get it resolved. (The FERC order) would be devastating to the economy down here."

If FERC delays, the agency can expect a robust effort to trim its powers in a Congress already attuned to complaints of bureaucratic overreach. The senators have enlisted House members in their bipartisan effort: Reps. Russ Carnahan, D-St. Louis, and Blaine Luetkemeyer, R-St. Elizabeth, said they will attempt to engineer legislation in the House to curb FERC's power.

FERC chairman Jon Wellinghoff on Friday issued a statement related to the dispute, asserting that his agency's responsibility is that of a 'steward of public resources."

The statement appeared to deflect criticism toward Ameren, noting that FERC "relies on licensees ... to make sure that the use of the lands that licensees own as part of licensed projects is consistent with the public interest."

The statement added: "Where issues arise concerning the building of private structures on lands owned by licensees, the commission expects its licensees to work in good faith with members of the public to resolve these matters."

Jeffrey Tomich of the Post-Dispatch contributed to this report.

McCaskill, Blunt introduce bill to block removal of Ozark lakeshore homes

Springfield News-Leader - by Deirdre Shesgreen
Posted on October 21, 2011 

Missouri’s U.S. Sens. Claire McCaskill, D, and Roy Blunt, R, have introduced legislation designed to block the removal of about 4,000 homes built on the shoreline of the Lake of the Ozarks. 

At issue is a plan, issued this summer by the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission (FERC), which called for Ameren UE to remove any structures, homes or other businesses built within the boundary of the Osage Hydroelectric power plant.

McCaskill and Blunt have both asked FERC to rescind that plan and allow Ameren to redraw the boundaries of its project. While the community anxiously awaits FERC’s response to that request, the two lawmakers decided to take another preemptive move. 

Friday they introduced legislation that would retroactively bar FERC from issuing any shoreline management plan that calls for removal of structures along the lake. Blunt and McCaskill, in a joint press release, called the bill “an insurance policy” in case FERC doesn’t reverse its original decision. 

It’s unclear whether the proposal could get through Congress. 

Blunt, McCaskill seek to block forced removal of Lake of the Ozarks homeowners

Missouri News Horizon - Posted by: Tim Sampson
October 22, 2011 

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. – Missouri’s Republican and Democratic senators have teamed up to introduce legislation that would keep a federal agency from removing more than a thousand homes surrounding the Lake of the Ozarks.

Sens. Roy Blunt and Claire McCaskill will introduce a bill that would prevent the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission from forcing homeowners to abandon their property unless they can prove theÂ individuals acted in bad faith and knowingly violated regulations.

Recently, FERC order that 1,260 residences along the lake be vacated, citing that the homes had been built in a little acknowledged buffers zone surrounding the Bagnell Dam.

“This is an example of a Federal Agency that acts as if common sense has been thrown out the window,” said Blunt, who noted that many of the owners had been living there for years with no knowledge of the violation.

Local officials blame a lack of proper oversight while the area around the lake was being hastily developed. Corners were cut and banks did not require land surveys in many of the cases.

The zoning infractions came to light recently when Ameren Missouri, the company that owns the damn, came before FERC for a relicensing hearing. Ameren sent a statement to homeowners saying they had no current plans to take any “adverse actions” against the homes that reside on their easement. But letters from FERC said the homes “should be removed in a timely manner.”

Blunt and McCaskill argue that FERC should not unnecessarily force the homeowners off their land – particularly if the owners had not been made aware they were prohibited from building. There bill would protect homeowners who were ignorant of the regulations.

Blunt had harsh words for FERC, saying the regulatory agency was overstepping its bounds and did not have the same authority to remove residents as other federal agencies like the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers.

“The federal government does not control that property in the same way they do in property the federal government has purchased and developed as a Corps of Engineers lake,” he said.

Missouri 'health home' model OK'd

Written by The Associated Press 
11:00 PM, Oct. 21, 2011


JEFFERSON CITY -- Federal officials say Missouri is the first state in the nation to get approval for a special health-care coordination program under President Barack Obama's health care law.

The U.S. Department of Health and Human Services said Friday that Missouri will receive enhanced federal Medicaid funding for community mental health centers to coordinate the care of people dealing with chronic mental illness and substance abuse problems.

The so-called "health home" model is to go into effect in Missouri on Jan. 1.

Rhode Island and Oregon also have applied to use a similar "health home" model for their Medicaid patients.

Federal officials said the 2010 health care law provided greater flexibility for state Medicaid programs to coordinate care for people with chronic conditions.

Missouri getting expanded mental health services

Kansas City Star – Alan Bavley
Posted on Fri, Oct. 21, 2011 10:59 PM

Updated: 2011-10-22T03:59:37Z 

A new Medicaid program will bring expanded services to about 15,000 people in need of mental health and substance abuse care in Missouri, federal officials said Friday.

Missouri is the first state in the nation to participate in a new program authorized by the Affordable Care Act that creates “health homes” for Medicaid patients with multiple chronic illnesses.

The health homes will coordinate patients’ medical care, social services, transportation and other needs, said Cindy Mann, a deputy administrator of the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services. The program is expected to improve health care while lowering Medicaid costs, she said.

In Missouri, the state’s 27 community mental health centers will serve as the health homes for people with severe and persistent mental illnesses or with a mental health or substance abuse problem coupled with another chronic condition.

The program, which begins in January, will provide additional federal money to the state to cover the costs of coordinating care.

Missouri and other states are developing proposals for additional care homes to cover patients with such conditions as Alzheimer’s disease, diabetes and asthma, Mann said.

Nixon signs laws enacting MOSIRA, revamping Facebook Law 


St. Louis Beacon - 
By Jo Mannies 
Posted 2:37 pm Fri., 10.21.11 

Before heading off to China, Gov. Jay Nixon today announced that he signed into law the two measures that did make it through the legislative special session.

One, in effect, repeals the state's recent law -- dubbed the Facebook Law -- restricting internet communications between students and teachers, while the second sets up tax breaks under the Missouri Science and Innovation Reinvestment Act.

Both bills, said the governor, did have flaws.

Nixon noted that he had asked for an outright repeal of the Facebook Law, officially Senate Bill 54, which appeared to bar all direct online communications between students and teachers. A judge already has ruled that the restriction violated free-speech rights.

The new law, known as Senate Bill 1, requires school districts to set up a policy for online communications, but doesn't stipulate what the policy should be -- other than requiring some sort of protection against improper communications.

Nixon's signing statement for the revised measure observed that "school districts may find it challenging to promulgate a policy that erects adequate restrictions around the use of electronic media sufficient to prevent improper communications without also preventing otherwise appropriate communications."

"Nonetheless…Senate Bill No. 1 is an improvement – primarily through subtraction – over" the earlier law, Nixon wrote. "This bill is not as good as it should be, but to veto it would return us to a bill that would be far worse."

Nixon had advocated an outright repeal of the earlier measure, and had wanted to set up a task force of various stakeholders -- including teachers, parents and students -- to come up with something better.

His decision to sign the special-session bill anyway appeared to be a compromise directed at the sponsor of both measures, state Sen. Jane Cunningham, R-Chesterfield. She had worked with teachers and school districts after criticisms swiftly swirled around her original bill -- which Nixon also signed into law this summer.

Cunningham's aim, with her original bill, had been to address the issue of educators who were sexual predators by making it more difficult for teachers to have private online communications with students. However, teachers and school administrators noted that many students and teachers use the social media and email to legitimately discuss class assignments and other school-related matters.

Possible court fight over MOSIRA

As for the Missouri Science and Innovation Reinvestment Act, also known as MOSIRA, Nixon noted that there was a provision at the end of the bill that stipulated the tax incentives would only go into effect if the separate economic development package -- which has died -- also was enacted.

Nixon, Missouri's former attorney general, earlier had said that he would have lawyers examine that restriction to see if it caused a problem. "Contingency clauses contained in legislation have been voided in the past, and ultimately a court may have to determine the effect, if any, of the contingency clause contained" in the MOSIRA law, he wrote.

But the governor added that he fully intended to "initiate steps toward the implementation" of MOSIRA, noting that it has been sought for years by various scientific institutions and universities around the state.

"Many of the jobs and careers of the future will be created by emerging high-tech companies, and we need to encourage investment by these businesses here in Missouri," Nixon said in his signing statement.

"The MOSIRA bill will be a valuable tool to encourage more start-up companies in science and technology to join what is an already growing area for the Show-Me State and our economy. Through MOSIRA, that continued growth will generate even more expansion in research and technology."

The governor's staff explained that "MOSIRA would create a funding source to spark growth in research and technology enterprises by capturing a small percentage of the growth in state revenue over a base year (Fiscal Year 2010) from a designated group of Missouri science and innovation companies."

 The Missouri Technology Corporation (MTC) will administer the MOSIRA funds, which will be reinvested "through loans and other means to generate further economic growth in the science and innovation industry sectors, with emphasis on biotechnology and life sciences. Funding will be reinvested in a wide range of programs designed to create jobs, nurture start-ups, and bring science and technology companies to the state."

Senate ends special session, governor signs “Facebook Fix” into law

Missouri News Horizon - Posted by: Tim Sampson
October 22, 2011 

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. — The Missouri jobs bill, touted as a sure-fire deal by state legislative leaders in July, has been killed, with the leader of the Senate signaling his intention to end the special session next week.

Saying that time was too short and that differences with Republican leaders in the House were “irreconcilable,” Senate President Pro Tem Robert Mayer, R-Dexter, released a statement Friday announcing that he would adjourn the SenateÂ sine die, meaning the session would be called to a close.

“I believe we are at an impasse, and the differences are irreconcilable in the short time remaining in special session,” Mayer wrote.

The announcement is not unexpected. On Monday, Mayer had stripped the jobs bill of changes made by the House and sent the original bill back to the lower chamber without an invite to conference as an ultimatum to House Speaker Steve Tilley, R-Perryville. Mayer and Senate Majority Floor Leader Tom Dempsey both said Monday they had little faith in working out a resolution.

On Thursday, the House came back to take up the Senate’s jobs plan, which it flatly rejected. House leaders asked the Senate to conference committee where legislative differences between the chambers are typically resolved. But Mayer has declined the invite.

On Oct. 11, Mayer publically announced his own intentions of inviting the House to a conference committee, which he had hoped to conduct on Oct. 17. But after the House chose to adjourn until Oct. 20, delaying the conference committee, MayerÂ chose to walk away. He argued that with a key House conference committee member unable to attend conference meetings next week, there would not be enough time to pass legislation by the session’s constitutionally mandated Nov. 5 deadline.

The Senate’s decision to adjourn sine die, brings to an end a lengthy and bitter special session that saw Republican leaders of the House and Senate turn on each other almost instantly as they began to make alterations to a deal that was worked out privately in July, that was estimated to save the state $1.5 billion over 15 years through major tax credit reforms.

The Senate’s decision to retract $300 million in proposed tax incentives for increasing foreign trade through the Lambert-St. Louis International Airport was an early stumbling block in inter-chamber negotiations. But it was the Senate’s decision to place seven-year expiration dates on the state’s two largest tax incentive programs – the low income housing and historic preservation construction tax credits – that proved to be main reason for the legislative break-down.

Mayer describe both Senate positions as safeguards for taxpayer money, and said the House’s position had been high-jacked by wealthy construction developers who stood to lose if caps and sunsets were placed on the tax credits.

“House leadership passed a bill for a select few developers at the expense ofÂ MissouriÂ taxpayers,” Mayer wrote.Â “House leadership stripped all of the savings from the Senate bill and passed legislation that would cost the state $311 million over 15 years â€” a $1.3 billion swing that could affect education and social services during this budget crisis.”

But House leaders saw the issue differently. Tilley argues that sunsets would have given too much power to individual senators to kill the renewal of tax credit programs through filibuster. The House proposed a counter offer that would have required tax credit renewal every four years, but on the condition that senators could not filibuster to prevent a vote indefinitely.

Shortly after extending the invite to go to conference on Thursday, House Majority Floor Leader Tim Jones, R-Eureka, took a preemptive jab at the Senate if the upper chamber decided to walk away from the special session.

“You do not give up until the last step is reached and shows that you’re at a stalemate,” Jones said. “Conference is the last step. I don’t understand why you would stop working on a piece of legislation as important as this until the end is absolutely reached.

The Senate’s decision to walk away also kills several other pieces of pending legislation, including a bill that would have returned control of the St. Louis Police Department back to the city government for the first time in 150 years.

And of the two bills that actually did pass both chambers, but it’s doubtful whether one of them can take effect.

The House and the Senate each passed the Missouri Science and Innovation Reinvestment Act, a smaller economic development plan aimed at attracting and growing hi-tech industry in Missouri. But that bill contains a clause that forbids it from going into effect without the main jobs bill also being passed.

Gov. Jay Nixon signed MOSIRA into law on Friday, noting that courts in the past have voided such clauses in the pass to allow legislation to go into effect. For the time being though, the bill does not have real world ramifications.

The other bill that passed is the so-called “Facebook Fix” which modifies the rules for student-teacher online communications as defined in the Amy Hestir Student Protection Act, which passed earlier this year. The social media provision in the original bill met outcry from teachers groups, who were concerned about the ambiguity of the language. Nixon added the issue to the agenda for the special session, asking that lawmakers repeal the language from the bill.

Instead the bill’s sponsor, Sen. Jane Cunningham, drafted replacement language that was quickly adopted by both chambers. But the decision to revise rather than simply repeal technically put the bill outside the formal agenda laid out by the governor for the narrowly defined special session – casting constitutional doubt on its future.

Ultimately the govern chose to sign the Facebook Fix into law as well. Although he issued a signing statement, saying the bill was not without its flaws.

“(The bill) is not perfect, but the alternative of educators having to conform to the unreasonable restrictions ofâ€¦S.B. 54 is a far worse result,” the governor wrote.

Governor signs bill repealing social media limits on teachers

Written by David A. Lieb, The Associated Press
12:37 AM, Oct. 22, 2011
JEFfERSON CITY -- Missouri Gov. Jay Nixon signed legislation Friday repealing a contentious law that had limited online chats between teachers and students and caused a judge to warn that it infringed on free-speech rights.

Nixon's action eliminates a law enacted earlier this year that barred teachers from using websites that allow "exclusive access" with students or former pupils 18 or younger. The law generated an unexpected backlash, with teachers raising concerns they would be barred from using popular social media sites such as Facebook and Twitter that allow private messages.

A judge temporarily blocked the law shortly before it was to take effect in August, declaring it "would have a chilling effect" on free-speech rights guaranteed under the U.S. Constitution. Nixon then added the law's repeal to the agenda for the special session that began in September.

Legislators, who had voted for the law this spring as part of a broader crackdown on teacher abuse of students, voted overwhelmingly this fall to repeal the restrictions. But the most recent bill they sent to the governor also requires school districts to develop their own policies by March 1 on the use of electronic media between employees and students.

Nixon said he signed the legislation with some hesitancy. The governor said school districts may find it challenging to develop policies that prevent improper communications without also preventing appropriation online conversations.

"This bill is not as good as it should be, but to veto it would return us to a bill that would be far worse," Nixon said in a statement.

The Missouri State Teachers Association, which filed suit against the original law, said Friday it would decide within the coming weeks whether to drop the case.

Gov. Nixon signs Missouri science incentives legislation

The Kansas City Star - By DAVID A. LIEB
Posted on Fri, Oct. 21, 2011 07:16 PM

By DAVID A. LIEB The Kansas City Star 

Updated: 2011-10-22T00:16:31Z 

JEFFERSON CITY | Missouri Gov. Jay Nixon said Friday that he plans to implement a new law directing state revenues to science and technology companies despite a contingency provision that appears to make the law invalid.

Nixon signed legislation Friday creating a fund to offer incentives to companies that conduct research or make products in a variety of high-tech fields, including agricultural biotechnology, homeland security, information technology and pharmaceuticals. The bill had been among Nixon's niche priorities for a special legislative session that otherwise has failed to produce a comprehensive economic development bill.

The Missouri Science and Innovation Reinvestment Act — dubbed MOSIRA by supporters — contains a clause declaring that it cannot take effect unless a separate bill on state tax incentives for businesses also passes during the current special legislative session. That has not happened, and it does not appear likely before the special session ends.

Yet Nixon said his administration will take steps to implement the law anyway.

"Many of the jobs and careers of the future will be created by emerging high-tech companies, and we need to encourage investment by these businesses here in Missouri," Nixon said in a written statement announcing his action on the bill.

The Democratic governor, who served for 16 years as attorney general, said that some contingency clauses on legislation have been voided in the past and that it may ultimately be up to a court to decide whether the contingency wording on the MOSISA legislation can prevent it from taking effect. But by declaring he would move forward with the law, Nixon put the onus on opponents to try to stop it.

Some of the bill's strongest opposition has come from Missouri Right to Life, which fears it does not contain adequate wording to prevent state money from going to human embryonic stem cell research. Right to Life President Pam Fichter said Friday that the enactment of the legislation was very disappointing and that the organization's legal team was exploring its options.

"There's some real problems with MOSIRA on a variety of levels," Fichter said.

The legislation creates a special fund overseen by the Missouri Technology Corp. to offer incentives to "science and innovation" companies. The program would be financed by annual transfers from state revenues equal to a percentage of the growth in the wages paid to employees of existing science-based companies, using 2010 as a base year for the calculations. In short: Tax revenues from existing biotechnology companies would be used as grants to help similar businesses get started in Missouri.

The next big step will be for supporters to persuade lawmakers to include funding for MOSIRA in the state budget, said Kelly Gillespie, executive director of the Missouri Biotechnology Association, a leading advocate for the legislation.

"I'm obviously very, very pleased on behalf of Missouri Bio and the Missouri life sciences community," Gillespie said. "This has been a long-term policy goal to get MOSIRA over the finish line in terms of enactment."

Although he had attached the contingency clause to the legislation, Senate President Pro Tem Rob Mayer said Friday that he was fine with Nixon's decision to essentially disregard the clause and implement the law. Mayer said he attached the contingent wording in hopes that it would provide an impetus to pass the separate economic development bill.

But "I think MOSIRA would have passed regardless of whether the contingency clause was in there or not," said Mayer, R-Dexter.

Special Session to End Without Approving Business Incentives Package

KSMU - By Jennifer Moore
October 21, 2011 - 1:56pm

State lawmakers have been in the special session since early September, but the House and Senate have come to a stalemate over the legislation.

Senate President Pro Tem Rob Mayer said Friday that the chambers are at an impasse and that he is disappointed.

Mayer, a Republican from Dexter, says he hopes economic incentives could be passed next year. Senators were scheduled to meet Tuesday.

For the economic development bill, senators want the programs to have sunset, or expiration dates, so they can control the costs.  But House members have opposed expiration dates, arguing that they would allow one senator to easily kill programs by blocking a vote on reauthorizing them.

Earlier this week, when it looked like lawmakers were preparing to pack up and go home without passing the business package, I asked Governor Jay Nixon whether he was surprised that the deal didn’t go through. After all, it was he who called the lawmakers into the special session for this very reason.

"They certainly had a consensus at the time I brought them in. That consensus seemed to erode over the session. And as we got near the end of it, I indicated, and I think it was the right thing to say, that if they couldn’t get consensus, then they needed to go home,” Nixon said.

Nixon said he had numerous meetings with leadership, meetings with representatives and senators in their districts, and “innumerable” conference calls to try to broker a new consensus.

By the end of September, Nixon was already calling for lawmakers to wrap up the special session, which by that time, had already cost taxpayers over 100,000 dollars.

For KSMU News, I’m Jennifer Moore.

Schoeller expected to announce decision on possible bid for secretary of state 


St. Louis Beacon - 

By Jason Rosenbaum 
Posted 2:53 pm Fri., 10.21.11 

The Republican race for secretary of state could more crowded by Monday.

House Speaker Pro Tem Shane Schoeller, (right) R-Willard, sent out a media advisory Friday with the title “Conservative State Representative Shane Schoeller toMake Major Campaign Announcement.” He’ll make the announcement on Monday on the steps of the Greene County Courthouse in Springfield.

Schoeller told the Beacon earlier this month that he was taking a serious look at running to replace Democratic Secretary of State Robin Carnahan, a Democrat who is not seeking a third term. Before he was elected to the legislature, Schoeller worked in the office when Republican Matt Blunt served assecretary of state.

Schoeller offered another hint this week that he was gravitating toward running for the post, when he introduced legislation eliminating the presidential primary in 2012. The secretary of state serves as the state’s chief elections official.

Two other Republicans – state Sens. Scott Rupp, R-Wentzville, and Bill Stouffer, R-Napton – already have announced their intent to run for secretary of state. Schoeller could be at an advantage by having a base in GOP-rich southwest Missouri, and through his ties with Matt Blunt and U.S. Sen. Roy Blunt, R-Mo.

State Rep. Jason Kander, D-Kansas City, is the only announced Democratic candidate for the statewide office.

Ford to add F-150 line at Claycomo next year

The Kansas City Star - By STEVE EVERLY
Posted on Fri, Oct. 21, 2011 10:15 PM

By STEVE EVERLY The Kansas City Star 

Updated: 2011-10-23T07:28:07Z 

Ford Motor Co. executives, United Auto Worker members, and state and local officials gathered Friday on a hilltop in the Kansas City area to savor the company’s planned $1.1 billion investment and 1,600 new jobs that will be coming here.

Company officials, at a news conference near the Claycomo plant, said the approval of a labor agreement this week allowed them to proceed with plans to add a second manufacturing line for the F-150 pickup truck next year, and bring in an entirely new product, the Transit commercial van, with work to start in 2013. 

The outdoor event, attended by about 200 people, at times took on the atmosphere of a revival meeting, but this time the gospel was about the resurrection of American manufacturing. 

Flanked by two F-150’s, Mark Fields, the company’s president of the Americas, said the area’s business climate and the agreement with the United Auto Workers allowed Ford to be more competitive while making its products in the U.S., instead of sending the work to other countries.

“This is a very special time,” he said. “We’re going to build that bright future here at the Kansas City assembly plant.”

Gov. Jay Nixon was even more enthusiastic. 

“Right here the rebirth of the American manufacturing industry began right now,” he said to loud applause. “This is our moment.”

Nixon’s administration had put a priority on bringing more auto jobs to the state, including pushing through an incentive package for manufacturers who added employees. Missouri will benefit from one of the largest commitments from Ford for new investment and jobs.

In interviews after the ceremony, Ford officials said they decided 11 months ago to boost a $400 million investment in the Claycomo plant to $1.1 billion, including building a $250 million parts stamping plant. They said they were impressed by the area’s business climate, and by the relationship with plant employees, which they described as being based on respect.

That combination was enough to persuade them to bring Transit manufacturing here from Europe, where it is the most popular commercial van. An additional boost came when Ford decided that stamping plants, whenever possible, should be built near the assembling facility that will use the parts, to save on transportation costs. 

Nationally, Ford had agreed to create 5,750 jobs and invest $16 billion in new products and plant upgrades if workers approved the new contract. 

The company, which had avoided the bankruptcies that befell Chrysler and General Motors, got more good financial news Friday when Standard & Poor’s upgraded its credit rating, removed the company from credit watch and declared its outlook as stable. 

The new four-year UAW contract will allow for continued profitability in Ford’s North American operations, the ratings agency said, with a further boost from two years of global profits. Another agency, Fitch Ratings, had upgraded Ford’s debt rating Thursday.

The labor agreement gave Ford’s UAW workers at least an additional $16,700 over the four-year contract: $6,000 signing bonuses, $7,000 in lump-sum and inflation protection payments, and at least $3,700 in profit-sharing this year, which could climb to more than $10,000 over the years.

Except for entry level workers there wasn’t a pay raise, and some UAW members argued that the union had not done enough to recover givebacks in the last contract. Initial voting ran against the agreement. However, union leaders redoubled efforts to persuade members that the contract was all that was possible in this economy, and that the additional investments and jobs were a big victory for workers.

The tide turned back in favor of the contact, which finally passed with 63 percent approval. UAW Local 249, which represents Claycomo workers, gave the agreement a 90 percent approval, the most of any local.

“They had the vision for their future,” said Jim Wells, director of UAW Region 5, which includes Kansas City. “I’m proud that Ford has brought these products to Missouri.”

The Transit will now become the “workhouse” van for Ford in the U.S., replacing nearly all Econoline models. The stamping plant to produce sheet metal parts for the van will be built on the hilltop where the news conference was held. It overlooks the surrounding area, including the Claycomo plant. 

“It’s probably going to have the best view of any stamping plant in the world,” John Fleming, Ford’s executive vice president for global manufacturing, said with a smile.

State Rep. Jerry Nolte, a Gladstone Republican who was the co-author of the Manufacturing Jobs Act legislation that encouraged Ford, said he was stunned by Ford’s eventual investment. State officials had expected $400 million, or perhaps up to $500 million. 

“We set the table and let the private parties continue to the conclusion,” he said. “This is so great.”

KC Ford plant expansion finalized

Missouri News Horizon - Posted by: Tim Sampson
October 22, 2011 

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. – The $1.1 billion expansion of the Ford automotive plant in Claycomo was made official on Tuesday, finalizing a plan that is expected to add more than 1,600 automotive assembly jobs to the Kansas City area over the next four years.

“Today, Missouri’s auto workers are once again leading the way for our state, for our country, and the world,” Gov. Jay Nixon said while making the announcement in Claycomo with officials from the Ford Motor Company.

Friday’s announcement came following the final step of approving a labor agreement between Ford and the United Auto Workers. The Claycomo expansion will add a second shift for production of the F-150 and add a line for building Ford’s full-size Transit van for the first time ever in the United States.Â Â This vehicle had previously only been built and sold in European markets.

The expansion comes to Missouri after the legislature approved a hefty tax incentive package for Ford. In total, the investment will bring the Claycomo workforce to approximately 5,400.

State Needs to Invest More in Transportation 

MoDOT Chief Tells Municipal League 

Washington Missourian - By Paul Hackbarth, Missourian Staff Writer The Missourian 
Posted: Friday, October 21, 2011 7:00 pm | Updated: 1:46 pm, Fri Oct 21, 2011.

Missouri Department of Transportation (MoDOT) Director Kevin Keith stressed the need for funding transportation during a visit to Washington Wednesday evening.

“We have to find a way to invest in (transportation) infrastructure,” said Keith, the guest speaker at the Franklin County Municipal League meeting at the Washington Elks Lodge.

While he noted that many transportation projects in the state have been accomplished over the last few years, “looking ahead, we’ve got a problem,” he said.

Keith told a large crowd of area officials that a lack of funding is going to be a major issue in the coming years.

Over the last six years, MoDOT has received an average of $1.2 billion in federal funding for highways.

“The best it will be in the coming years is $600 million,” Keith said, adding that MoDOT will have to start using the money it has “to the best of our abilities.

“We build a good project, not a great one and you do that so you can build the next one,” he said.

When Keith became director of MoDOT nearly a year ago, he said he wanted to focus on three things.

The first is taking care of the state’s existing roads and bridges with the resources available currently.

“We also need to keep citizens safe and will prioritize projects that keep Missourians safe,” he said of his second goal.

Providing “outstanding service” was his third goal.

Keith noted that transportation is not just about roads and bridges.

“It’s about jobs. It’s how Missouri stays competitive in the world market,” he said.

Access to transportation is one of the top considerations businesses have when they decide where they want to locate.

“There is no shortage of needs in transportation,” he said, noting that in the first nine minutes of arriving Wednesday evening, he was asked about the Route 47 bridge over the Missouri River, Routes 50 and 47 and shoulders along Highway A.

“We have completed environmental work for a new bridge and we’ll probably start design next year, but we have no money to build it,” he said. “Plus, we have hundreds of the same things (projects) across Missouri.”

He did note the cost-sharing agreements between MoDOT and Washington on several local projects, adding, “That’s the type of partnership it takes.”

The lack of funding for transportation infrastructure is not just a local or state problem, Keith said, but a problem that is occurring across the nation.

Earlier this year, MoDOT implemented a five-year cost savings plan and so far, the state department has saved $177 million.

By 2015, the agency hopes to have saved $512 million that can be redirected to transportation programs.

As of early October, MoDOT has eliminated 667 staff positions, closed 23 facilities and disposed of 245 pieces of equipment, according to Keith.

“This lets us focus on our product, which is building roads and bridges,” he said.

Missouri lawmakers urged to strengthen child care laws 

St. Louis Post-Dispatch - BY NANCY CAMBRIA
Posted: Saturday, October 22, 2011 12:12 am 

UNIVERSITY CITY • The head of a Missouri House committee on child and family issues said Friday that he would address weak day care safety standards in a report to lawmakers before the upcoming legislative session.

Scott Largent, R-Clinton, made the pledge during a meeting of the new House Interim Committee on Strengthening Missouri Families after hearing testimony about state laws and rules that failed to protect young children in day care. Largent, who is chairman of the regular House Standing Committee on Children and Families, said the report would be completed by year's end.

The Interim Committee is holding meetings around the state this fall to learn about pressing issues involving the state's children and families.

The testimony, by parents and child care advocates, was sparked by a Post-Dispatch series this month that found 45 children had died in child care settings in Missouri from 2007 through 2010. All but four deaths occurred in unlicensed facilities that have no state oversight. The majority died in home day cares and involved unsafe sleep practices, such as placing an infant on an adult bed where the child later suffocated. In at least eight deaths, caregivers were watching more children than allowed without a license.

Pam Mitchell, of the Child Day Care Association of St. Louis, urged the committee to address the deaths immediately.

"This is not only a call to action, but this is a call to our collective conscience," she said. "We have to ask, what we can do right now?"

The meeting Friday was at the Epworth Children and Family Services center on Delmar Boulevard. Testimony focused mostly on a law that allows child care providers to exempt children related to them from a daily enrollment count, which can cause the number of children in one person's care to escalate beyond safe adult-child ratios.

Carol Scott of Child Care Aware of Missouri said in written testimony that the state needs to better limit the total enrollment count for all providers. She cited one death in Florissant where the home day care provider was watching 12 children.

"If you were in charge of a group of 12 children, all under the age of 2, how well do you think you would do in protecting their safety and supporting their development?" Scott asked.

Others said the state needs to increase fines to deter unlicensed providers from repeatedly breaking enrollment limits. All urged that better safe sleep standards be incorporated into licensed and unlicensed care so the deaths can be prevented.

Committee members agreed changes needed to be made.

Rep. Rory Ellinger, D-University City, said child care providers who willfully break state enrollment rules and disregard other safety standards need better deterrence.

"I would like to see the laws expanded so that there could be a criminal element to it," he said.

Currently child care providers who care for too many children without a license are subject to a civil court fine of $200. The Post-Dispatch found those providers are rarely prosecuted and several had been caught previously breaking the enrollment rules but had not been punished.

Ellinger said the state needs to stop exempting faith-based child care from licensing so that standards are applied to all child care settings.

"Religious affiliations should really have nothing to do with this," he said.

Others, including Rep. Melissa Leach, R-Springfield, said many deaths could be prevented with simple fixes such as training and getting information to the right people. She said she was leery of forcing regulation into private home day cares.

"I'd hate to see unlicensed facilities be targeted," she said. "It's a free enterprise kind of system."

Leach noted that doctors and hospitals were obvious places to target safe sleep messages for parents.

But Jennifer Wright, a board member with Child Care Aware, told a cautionary tale about her daughter, now 3. She said she was vigilant at home about putting her child on her back to sleep in a crib without blankets, but her church-based child care provider in Arnold was not.

"So imagine my surprise when I came to the day care and found that she is on her belly with a blanket in the crib," Wright said. "I didn't even think to instruct the caregiver or the owner about safe sleep. It didn't occur to me."

Wright said the state also needs to have the authority to stop unsafe unlicensed child care providers from caring for kids. She referred to the accidental death of Nathan Blecha, 3 months, in a home day care in 2007. The provider was watching 10 children the day Nathan died, yet the state could not order the provider to stop caring for kids. That provider opted to close down on her own after Nathan's death.

Wright, who lives nearby, said she might have used the day care for her own child had the provider stayed in business — not knowing that a death had occurred there.

"That really scared me," Wright said. 

Schools back cautious approach to No Child waiver

Springfield News-Leader - Written by Claudette Riley 
11:00 PM, Oct. 21, 2011
Area school officials expressed support Friday for state Commissioner of Education Chris Nicastro's plan to move cautiously in applying for a waiver from the No Child Left Behind law.

While they have repeatedly requested flexibility -- and freedom from the punitive aspects of the federal law -- they're also worried about any strings that might be attached to a waiver.

"The ultimate goal for districts is regulatory relief from the federal government. That's optimum," said Branson Superintendent Doug Hayter. "But any kind of waiver we could possibly use in the state, I think we should look at."

Others would also prefer the revision of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act -- often referred to as NCLB -- but hope a waiver might provide some relief. It's unclear what, if any, strings would be attached to a waiver.

"It's just kind of what are we getting into -- that's the scary part," Hayter said.

This week, Nicastro told members of the state board that she is "cautiously optimistic" that the state will be able to submit a viable plan to the federal government by the February deadline, according to a news release.

"We are proceeding carefully," said Nicastro, in the release. "We want to be sure we are very knowledgeable of all the conditions of submitting such a waiver and whatever obligations that might create for our state before we go too far down this road."

The state Department of Elementary and Secondary Education is analyzing the requirements for the waiver and examining how it fits with the state's accountability system.

NCLB requires districts to annually test every student in math and reading in grades 3-8 and once in high school. Every school and student subgroup must meet specific "adequate yearly progress" targets -- which have been climbing annually with the goal of 100 percent proficiency by 2014 -- or face sanctions.

The state uses the Annual Performance Report, which measures test scores, attendance rate, college-readiness and other academic indicators.

The state's accreditation standards are set by the Missouri School Improvement Program, which are currently being revised.

State education officials have publicly supported the possibility of moving to a single accountability system. Currently, schools must meet state and federal expectations -- and they aren't always aligned.

"It's very confusing for parents and educators to see two different sets of standards," Hayter said. "That would be another plus to have one system."

Hayter said districts can meet state expectations and fall short of the federal goals, which can carry sanctions such as allowing any student to transfer to a better-performing school and paying for tutoring.

Ozark Superintendent Gordon Pace said there are preliminary indications that states such as Missouri that track how much a student learns in a year could use that "growth model" as part of its accountability system.

But, Pace worries the waiver may not go far enough and may only serve as a "stop gap" under the law is revised.

"We're all kind of looking at it," he said.

Nicastro plans to ask superintendents and school board members to review a draft of the waiver before any paperwork is filed with the federal government.

"We are not interested in lowering the stakes of accountability, but we want to make sure that if we are let out from under certain provisions of No Child Left Behind that we are not trading one faulty system for another," she said in the release. "It is our hope it will work out, so we will go through this process to develop the application."

Springfield school officials plan to watch the details closely and speak up if they note any concerns. Matt Goodman, director of quality improvement and accountability, said the district will want to take a look at the draft waiver.

"If there are things people are uncertain about, that is one way it could get fleshed out," he said.
Missouri Leans Toward Opting Out of ‘No Child Left Behind’ 

KSMU - By Jennifer Moore 
October 21, 2011 - 1:31pm

Missouri education officials are looking to part ways with the federal No Child Left Behind law. KSMU’s Jennifer Moore has details.

Missouri’s Department of Elementary and Secondary Education announced Friday that it plans to opt out of the federal law, and that it has relayed that message to the federal government.

 Last month, President Barack Obama said states will be allowed to seek a waiver from the controversial law, which requires all students to show proficiency in math and reading by 2014.

Critics of the law have said it sets unattainable goals, is punitive by nature, and is an unfunded mandate.

States can apply for the waiver through the U.S. Department of Education.

As part of that waiver program, states must show they are able to put in their own systems of standards and accountability.

In a news release from the Missouri Department of Elementary and Secondary Education, Commissioner of Education Chris L. Nicastro said it would be easier for school districts if Missouri could use one, state system of accountability rather than continuing with the confusion of using both a state and a federal system.

For KSMU News, I’m Jennifer Moore.

State may seek waiver from No Child Left Behind

St. Joseph News-Press
POSTED: 10:25 pm CDT October 21, 2011

The Missouri Department of Elementary and Secondary Education recently notified the U.S. Department of Education of its intent to apply for a flexibility waiver from the No Child Left Behind Act, in exchange for the state’s more rigorous and comprehensive accountability system. 

Commissioner of Education Chris L. Nicastro told members of the State Board of Education this week she is “cautiously optimistic” that the state will be well-positioned to submit a viable plan by the February deadline. 

“We are proceeding carefully,” Ms. Nicastro said in a press release. “We want to be sure we are very knowledgeable of all the conditions of submitting such a waiver and whatever obligations that might create for our state before we go too far down this road.” 

Dr. Melody Smith, St. Joseph schools superintendent, said she wasn’t surprised at the decision. The waiver sounds like a welcome relief from the No Child Left Behind requirement that 100 percent of students be proficient in learning by 2014. 

“What we don’t know is what are the restrictions and criteria of the waiver, and I’m not well-versed in that now,” Dr. Smith said. “As any information comes out, we’re studying it in depth to see what it means to us and whether it impacts our school district.” 

Dr. Smith added that there’s certain funding criteria and guidelines when dealing with the federal government. Whatever decision is made, close attention has to be paid to that criteria. “I feel like I need to do that before I say this is a great thing or it’s a bad thing. We will watch it very carefully,” Dr. Smith said. 

States that do not successfully apply for a waiver remain under provisions of the current Elementary and Secondary Education Act, known as No Child Left Behind, until such time as it is reauthorized by Congress. 

“We are not interested in lowering the stakes of accountability, but we want to make sure that if we are let out from under certain provisions of No Child Left Behind, we are not trading one faulty system for another,” Ms. Nicastro said. “It is our hope it will work out, so we will go through this process to develop the application.” 

Smart to propose pay raises for most MSU employees

Lower-paid workers would get bigger percentage increase.

Springfield News-Leader - Written by Didi Tang 
11:00 PM, Oct. 21, 2011

Most MSU employees can expect to receive a mid-year pay bump, averaging 2 percent.

Clif Smart, interim president of Missouri State University, will present to the MSU Board of Governors next week a proposal that would boost the salaries of MSU employees by 1.2 percent plus an additional $400.

Those making $150,000 or more a year will not be eligible for the raise.

Should the board approve the proposal, it would be the first time since 2008 that MSU gives a pay raise on a broad scale.

The university imposed a pay freeze for the years 2009-2010 and 2010-2011. It offered equity adjustments to both faculty and staff this year.

Instead of a uniform percentage raise, the proposed formula would give lower-paid workers a bigger percentage raise, Smart said in his online blog posted on the university's website.

For example, an MSU employee making $30,000 will receive $760 more, or 2.53 percent.

An employee with an annual salary of $100,000 will get $1,600 more, or a 1.6-percent raise.

The midyear pay raise, which would take effect on Jan. 1 for staff and Feb. 1 for faculty, would cost about $1.2 million through the end of June, Smart said.

His office will foot the bill for this fiscal year, which ends on June 30.

Cost centers, such as the six undergraduate colleges, would develop plans to sustain the pay raise beyond June 30, Smart said.

The university also will be developing its 2012-2013 budget and will consider a raise for the new fiscal year, depending on factors such as state funding and enrollment, Smart said.

Michael Frizell, chair of the Staff Senate, said he welcomes the raise proposal.

"The majority of the raise is going to the staff, which is nice, " Frizell said,

"It's nice to see the lower-paid will benefit more than the higher paid," Frizell said. "I think that's the best deal that could be made in this climate."

Terrel Gallaway, chair of the Faculty Senate, said faculty members on the university's executive budget committee understood staff would get more from the pay raise pool but supported the proposal unanimously.

"I think it's great we are giving a long-needed pay raise," Gallaway said.

The proposed pay raise, however, still fails to keep up with inflation since 2008, Gallaway said.

Time running out to cancel state's primary

Schoeller's bill, which he says would save state $7 million, fails in Senate.

Springfield News-Leader - Written by Josh Nelson 
11:00 PM, Oct. 22, 2011 

The clock is likely running out on a southwest Missouri lawmaker's effort to cancel the Missouri presidential primary.

House Speaker Pro Tem Shane Schoeller, R-Willard, introduced a bill this week that revived efforts to scrap the primary. The bill failed in the Senate after 16-16 vote a week before.

Schoeller said his bill would save $7 million.

"Ideally, I'd like to keep the primary so when the delegates go to convention, they are bound by the will of the voters," he said.

However, Senate President Pro Tem Rob Mayer, R-Dexter, will ask senators to vote to end the session when they next meet on Tuesday.

"I don't believe there's going to be time to take up the bill," Mayer said Friday.

Schoeller's bill comes after the Missouri Republican Party decided to hold a caucus instead of the primary in order to avoid violating rules on the national presidential nomination calendar.

The primary vote is scheduled for Feb. 7.

Republican National Committee rules say only Iowa, New Hampshire, South Carolina and Nevada may schedule their nomination events before March 1. States that violate that rule could have their delegates to the national convention stripped.

The General Assembly passed a bill during the regular session moving the primary back, but Gov. Jay Nixon vetoed it because he had concerns with other provisions in the bill.

A separate measure to move the vote back to March stalled during the special session, leading to the caucus switch and calls to cancel the primary.

Schoeller said he believed the effort was still worth it. He pointed out two senators and Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder weren't present when the last vote was held, so the results could change.

Mayer said the House and Senate still can't agree on a job creation and economic development bill, the major issue creating a legislative logjam. Instead of continue negotiations, he'll ask for adjournment on Tuesday.

Mayer said he wasn't sure if the results would change if another vote was held.

Other prominent state officials, including Gov. Nixon and Secretary of State Robin Carnahan, say the primary should stay.

Missouri switched to a caucus in 1998 because of poor attendance and a desire to have more impact on the presidential race.

Carnahan said the arguments about party rules was "very much inside baseball" and felt the primary should still happen.

Carnahan rejected criticism from some that this could be seen as an expensive straw poll.

"It's only a glorified straw poll if parties chose to ignore the results," Carnahan said.

Mayer said there was concern about canceling the primary after the filing period for candidates opened.

There is no state law that dictates when a primary can be scrapped. But there could be still be some costs involved because the election workers will have already started preparing for the vote.

Missouri Senate votes to keep Republican presidential primary in February

Columbia Missourian - BY Stephanie Ebbs 
Monday, October 17, 2011 | 10:30 p.m. CDT; updated 10:35 p.m. CDT, Monday, October 17, 2011 

JEFFERSON CITY — Senate leadership says the Missouri special legislative session is effectively over — without having reached a decision on changing the date of the state's presidential primary election. The primary is said to have no impact in February; Republicans claim they will make their decisions by caucus.

Senators proposed competing amendments Monday: one to eliminate the primary in favor of a caucus and one to keep the primary but move it to January. Debate ensued over whether votes in such a primary would yield any significant results.

"I do not want to waste $8 million, at a very difficult time in the state's history, on a beauty contest," said Sen. Tom Dempsey, R-St. Charles, who favors the caucus plan.

Some Republican senators said a caucus enables the public to choose candidates without spending state money on an election, but others said a caucus alienates voters and does not encourage presidential candidates to visit or campaign in Missouri.

"There's a reason there's discontent with government: Elected officials are not listening to their constituents," Sen. Brad Lager, R-Maryville, said in support of his amendment to move the primary to January.

The senators described Missouri's population as a cross-section of the national population, ideal for a successful primary election. With almost 6 million residents in both urban and rural areas, the state is a better representation of national sentiment than smaller states such as Iowa and New Hampshire, said Sen. Timothy Green, D-St. Louis County. Green said campaign ads and visits for a primary election bring in enough money to the state's economy to make up for the cost to the state.

Both amendments were defeated by a majority vote Monday. The Senate will convene a technical session next Tuesday, but leaders said they have no intention of addressing the matter again.

The Senate also decided to refuse a conference with the House of Representatives to work out a compromise on the business incentive bill that includes tax credits and establishing a China air cargo hub. Major discrepancies between the House and Senate versions of the bill have delayed a final vote, and the absence of House representatives this week makes it impossible to come to an agreement, said Senate President Pro Tem Robert Mayer, R-Dexter.

"The differences between the House and the Senate on this tax reform bill are irreconcilable," said Mayer, who offered the motion to refuse the conference. The chambers particularly disagree on termination dates, also known as sunsets, on tax credits that cost the state millions of dollars per year.

The House is scheduled to convene Wednesday but has promised that unless the Senate accepts its changes, the business incentive bill is essentially dead. Unless the House decides to vote on the bill, only two issues in the governor's call for the special session will have been addressed by the session's conclusion.

Analysis: Mo. special session reveals GOP rifts

Belleville News Democrate - By DAVID A. LIEB - Associated Press 
Sunday, Oct. 23, 2011

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. -- Missouri's largest Republican legislative majority in generations began its rein almost a year ago with a tie vote on who should be captain of the Senate.

So perhaps it was fitting that the Senate effectively closed out a special legislative session this past week on a tie vote - unable to agree on whether to repeal Missouri's presidential primary, after being unable to agree on when it should be held.

Thus is the state of the Republican Party at the Missouri Capitol. 

Despite having more than enough members in the House and Senate to pass anything the party desires, Republicans were unable to pass much of anything during a special legislative session that began Sept. 6 and is now nearing its end.

They failed to pass a business incentive bill at the heart of the special session, even though GOP House and Senate leaders traveled the state this summer proclaiming they had an agreement to spur job creation. They failed to pass property tax relief for businesses hit by the Joplin tornado. They failed to pass a bill granting St. Louis greater control over its police force. They failed to pass an amnesty period intended to spur overdue taxpayers to finally pay up. And they failed to adjust Missouri's presidential primary, despite pleadings to do so from state and national Republican Party leaders.

"Don't ever tell the public that we do good work over here, because this is bizarre," Sen. Kevin Engler, R-Farmington, declared in frustration after the Senate deadlocked on what to do about the presidential primary. "I don't know what we're trying to prove, but we're not getting it done."

For Engler, the frustration is double, because he had been in line to become the Senate president pro tem until an intraparty revolt among conservatives led Sen. Rob Mayer, R-Dexter, to challenge Engler for the top spot last fall. They tied repeatedly in a series of votes taken in a closed-door caucus two days after the Republicans' resounding victories in the Nov. 2, 2010, elections. Eventually, Mayer won by a casting of lots.

Flash forward to July, when Mayer joined House Speaker Steven Tilley, R-Perryville, on a cross-state tour touting a deal on an economic development bill and urging Democratic Gov. Jay Nixon to call lawmakers into special session to pass it. The Republican leaders were so confident that they even suggested they were prepared to call themselves into special session if Nixon would not do so.

The governor obliged. But it quickly became apparent there was no consensus among Republicans. The Senate pared back the proposed tax credits targeting exports at the St. Louis airport and added a consolidation of existing tax credits backed by Nixon. The House balked at that and eventually passed its own, substantially different bill that also broke the terms of the mid-summer agreement. The Senate said no to the House version. Then after declaring irreconcilable differences, Mayer said this past week that there was no need to even try to negotiate with the House anymore.

Then the accusations intensified. Tilley said he had been lied to by Mayer. And Mayer accused House leaders of doing the bidding of a few developers by refusing to allow expiration dates to be placed on tax credits for the construction of low-income housing and the renovation of historic buildings.

As they departed the Capitol, the one thing that Republican lawmakers could agree upon is that they were frustrated by their failures.

Republicans hold a 26-8 majority over Democrats in the Senate and a 105-54 majority in the House with four vacancies. It's their largest Senate majority since at least the Civil War era and their largest proportion of House seats since 1929.

"When you're in historic majorities, you're expecting that you're going to get done what you want to get done," said freshman Rep. Thomas Long, R-Battlefield. He later added: "You don't expect to be tied up within your own party."

The disillusionment is just as strong for veteran lawmakers as it is for newcomers.

"We can't play on the same playground, can we?" said Rep. Dwight Scharnhorst, R-Manchester, now in his sixth year at the Capitol. "I am frustrated. I am probably going to squander a major part of my career here not able to pass the kind of legislation we should be passing."

Missouri Republican Party Executive Director Lloyd Smith acknowledges Republicans bear some blame for the Capitol gridlock, but he says the Democratic governor also could have exerted more leadership during the Legislature's regular session this spring, averting the need for a special session. Smith calls Nixon "basically a spectator governor."

In some regards, the Republicans' current divisions are a result of their electoral successes. When majorities grow large, it is natural for factions to develop within them.

Doyle Childers, a lobbyist who served for 22 years as a Republican lawmaker before being forced out by term limits, recalls that the roles were reversed when he arrived as a House freshman in 1983. Democrats then held a 110-53 majority over Republicans and at times were divided among themselves.

"When you have a large majority, you have a lot of different components of it," with people coming from rural, suburban and urban areas, Childers said. "So you have a lot of different ideas, a lot of different concepts, and all of that tends to create controversy in a group."

Perhaps if the Republican majorities were smaller they might be more unified and effective at passing legislation. But that would certainly make for an odd political twist - a party seeking to lose a few elections in order to better advance its agenda. 

Copyright 2011 . All rights reserved. This material may not be published, broadcast, rewritten or redistributed. 

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.

Blame game begins over Missouri’s stalled jobs bill

The Kansas City Star - By STEVE KRASKE
Posted on Sun, Oct. 23, 2011 11:14 PM

It’s finger-pointing season in Missouri.

The apparent collapse of a special legislative session called to pass a sweeping jobs bill has partisans working overtime to assign blame.

Some put the onus squarely on the state Senate and its president pro tem, Rob Mayer. But Mayer, a Republican, said it was the GOP-led House that walked away from a deal. Still others point to Gov. Jay Nixon, a Democrat, claiming he mucked up the works.

“It’s embarrassing for the state not to be able to come together in the best interests of the citizens,” said Missouri State University political scientist George Connor.

On Thursday, Nixon said it was time to move on.

“It’s time for them to stop expending the taxpayers’ dollars,” Nixon said in St. Louis. “We went in with good intentions. That consensus eroded.”

The special session — which began in early September and continued in fits and starts until last week — has cost nearly $250,000 in lawmakers’ travel and salaries.

But more costly is the loss of thousands of new jobs the legislation might have created in a state with an unemployment rate near 9 percent.

“It’s disappointing to me, I’ll tell you that,” said state Sen. Will Kraus, a Lee’s Summit Republican. “I don’t like going down to Jefferson City and wasting our time.”

For all practical purposes, the special session staggered to a conclusion last week with first the Senate, then the House, meeting and then heading home without plans for further negotiations. State law stipulates that the session officially end on Nov. 5.

But no one is expecting further action, and critics are already branding the special session a fiasco — and it’s one largely brought on by Republican leaders who couldn’t resolve their differences.

Short of any further action, prospects for a major international cargo hub in St. Louis are gone. That’s a tool that Nixon said would have been useful on his eight-day trade mission to China that began Friday.

Also gone are incentives aimed at helping Kansas City fend off raids on businesses by Kansas, and efforts to bring computer data centers to Missouri, some of which would have been located in Kansas City.

Prospects for picking up the pieces in the next legislative session convening in January aren’t too bright, either.

“You certainly go in with a little hesitation,” said House Speaker Steve Tilley.

It’s a dramatic disappointment from where things stood on July 20, when Tilley, Mayer and other Republican leaders flew into Downtown Airport to announce a breakthrough agreement between the House and Senate designed to end a months-long legislative logjam.

Tilley was effusive in his excitement for what the deal meant for Kansas City.

“You look at what the city of Kansas City’s top priorities really have been for multiple years … we’ve got all those things in there,” Tilley said at the time.

Greater Kansas City Chamber of Commerce executive Kristi Wyatt was thrilled: “Christmas in July,” she called it. City Councilman John Sharp crowed that he was “happy as a hog.”

But a quiet voice that day prophetically warned that any jobs package still had a long road to travel.

“I don’t think any of us is foolish enough to believe that an agreement worked out by a handful of people is going to be able to bind 197 legislators,” said Sen. Brad Lager, a Savannah Republican who was among the negotiators.

Looking back, some lawmakers said that afternoon in Kansas City may have been the high-water mark for a complicated package that began to disintegrate almost immediately.

Interviews with many of the key players suggest six main reasons why it crashed and burned: 

1. Mayer hadn’t communicated with rank-and-file members about the deal before he agreed to it.

Some senators “were involved in those talks. The majority were not,” Kraus said.

When senators began to dig into the details, support began to soften. 

House leaders have repeatedly cited Mayer’s decision to sign off on an agreement that he ultimately couldn’t keep as the reason the special session unraveled. 

“He didn’t check with enough people before he said, ‘Yes, we can do this,’ ” Tilley said last week. “It’s not my job as speaker to try to double back and see if he got all his ducks in a row.”

But Mayer said lawmakers always have input into any big bill, and they often make changes. That’s the legislative process, he noted.

The idea of corralling 33 other independent-minded senators in the term-limits era when allegiances to legislative leaders are more tenuous than ever is far-fetched, he argued.

“Term limits do cause some problems that didn’t exist before they were in place,” Mayer said.

Even then, when the Senate finally passed a jobs bill, it cut $300 million of tax credits out of the air-cargo provision for St. Louis. That resulted in a substantially different bill that altered the agreement with the House.

2. Nixon delayed the start of the special session for almost six weeks, giving opponents time to make their case.

“During that time several special-interest groups worked hard to defeat the bill,” Mayer said.

Nixon’s office said legislative leaders had indicated that they were confident that they could wrap up the session in two weeks. To save money, Nixon called for the session to coincide with the annual veto session that began in early September.

In essence, he thought he could accomplish both at the same time.

“This was consistent with our discussions with legislators,” a Nixon spokesman said.

3. Nixon’s call for the session excluded some elements that House leaders said they had to have to keep their tenuous deal with the Senate together.

Off the table was a change in the way members of the Missouri Housing Development Commission are selected, among other items.

“The call wasn’t broad enough to encompass the deal,” Tilley said.

But Nixon’s office insisted that it had communicated with Republican leaders.

“The week prior to the special session, we took the unprecedented step of sharing the language of the call with leaders in both parties and both chambers for their review and input, and the actual call incorporated that process,” said Sam Murphy, a Nixon spokesman.

4. The scope of the special session itself grew and grew and grew.

Added to the agenda as the weeks passed were a social media law aimed at Missouri teachers, the date of the state’s presidential primary, a bill to give St. Louis local control of its police department, and property tax relief for businesses destroyed by the Joplin tornado.

Those bills, combined with the complex jobs bill, added too much weight to the legislation.

“There was a lot to deal with,” Tilley said.

5. An unexpected new controversy.

A troubled economic development project in Moberly involving a Chinese-owned sweetener plant created problems. The city had guaranteed $39 million in bonds to finance construction, but Mamtek U.S. had recently missed a $2.2 million payment on the bonds.

That development weighed heavily on senators considering the new air cargo hub in St. Louis that also catered to the Chinese, Mayer said at the time. That cargo hub already had drawn criticism as a boondoggle.

The state simply couldn’t afford another expensive mess.

“It has had a big impact on some of the senators and how they feel about economic development,” Mayer said.

6. Noissue proved more intractable than a squabble over placing expiration dates on two leading tax-credit programs for low-income housing and historic preservation.

The Senate wanted those “sunset” dates included in the bill as part of its plan to rein in spending. That was the Senate’s way to pay for all the new business incentives included in the jobs bill.

The two tax-credit programs cost the state a combined $250 million in taxes last year.

Mayer said his summertime deal with Tilley included a stipulation that both programs expire in seven years. But Tilley said any deal was off once Nixon eliminated some issues the House wanted out of the special session, and the Senate substantially altered the bill.

“Whenever you take out all the provisions that one side wants, then you can’t say, ‘Well, we still have a deal,’ ” Tilley said. “No logical person can say we broke our deal.”

But Mayer countered: “They (the House) did change their mind.”

Some senators charged that Tilley refused to back off of expiration dates for the programs because of campaign donations he received from developers. But Tilley has said he received contributions from those on both sides of the tax-credit issue.

Connor, the political scientist, said that in the end, the fight amounted to a clash between Senate and House Republican leaders who couldn’t surmount the challenges posed by the complicated legislation.

“There were a lot of moving parts,” he said, “a lot of gears that had to mesh together very precisely to have the whole package come together.”

In the end, Connor said, “It was an awful lot of money to spend on nothing.”

Corps gets $3 million to repair Birds Point to 55 feet

Southeast Missourian - By Scott Moyers 
Sunday, October 23, 2011

DORENA, Mo. -- If the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers could order up 80 straight days of weather like Friday's -- 65 degrees and sunny -- then the Birds Point-New Madrid Floodway levee would be rebuilt to 55 feet by the middle of February. 

But corps officials said Friday at a news conference they know not many days like that remain, leaving Mississippi County residents with months of uncertainty before the threat of flooding returns next spring. 

"We only have a few more days left like this left," said Memphis District Commander Col. Vernie Reichling. "So our focus is getting the job done to 51 feet and then our second priority is, when we get 80 good construction days, to get to 55." 

The corps pledged to begin work without interruption once it completes the initial temporary fix to 51 feet, which it expects to happen by Nov. 30. Reichling promised that his crews would continue to work 10-to-12-hour days, seven days a week to get the work completed as quickly as possible. 

The news conference, held at the spot of the second breach near Dorena, was attended by more than 30 people. Corps crews worked to fill scour holes in the background. 

Corps officials also announced that its headquarters had authorized another $3 million to pay for the work to reconstruct the levee along the floodway to a height equivalent to 55 feet on the Cairo, Ill., river gauge. Three holes were blasted in the levee in early May to relieve flood pressure upstream. The upper and middle crevasses will be raised to 55 feet, while the lower crevasse will remain at 51 feet, due to a gap in the levee that already existed and lets backwater flooding in. 

Gov. Jay Nixon on Thursday committed $2 million in state funds to pay for the project, but U.S. Army Secretary John McHugh shuffled money from flood-repair projects in other places to pay for this work. 

"This system has been under tremendous pressure," said Maj. Gen. Michael Walsh, president of the Mississippi River Commission. "There may be a risk over the next decade as we repair the entirety of the system. But we are going to use a systemwide approach and make this happen as rapidly as possible." 

During a question-and-answer session following the announcements, a terse exchange was had between Walsh and Mississippi County Presiding Commissioner Carlin Bennett. Bennett was suggesting the corps would only spend money on Birds Point if money wasn't needed for system repairs at Cairo or Hickman County, Ky. 

"So if Cairo doesn't need something or if Hickman County doesn't need something, then you'll get to us? I'm just wanting to make sure we're not being subjugated to those places," Bennett said. 

Walsh told Bennett that his question included a lot of ifs. 

"We here in Mississippi County are living with ifs and ifs," Bennett said. "We're just trying to put our lives back together." 

Walsh countered that the corps has to consider the entire system. The Mississippi River and Tributaries Project, the largest flood-control project in the world, is a system of levees, floodways, channels and basins that has to be looked at as a whole, Walsh said. It is expected to cost $1 billion to repair the damage done to the system from this year's flooding, he said, with $75 million already being allocated. 

"So we have $75 million to make $1 billion in repairs," Walsh said. "But it will be a systemwide approach." 

After initially opting to rebuild to 51 feet, engineers last week informed Walsh the system could safely handle a 55-foot reconstruction, which is still shy of the 61.5 feet before the breach. Walsh requested the $3 million and learned the money was there last week. 

U.S. Rep. Jo Ann Emerson, also in attendance, said she was pleased to be able to get the levee to 55 feet. 

Corps officials said that level of protection leaves about a 6 percent chance of a flood that would overtop the levee in any given year. 

"It makes me feel better," Emerson said. "It's safer, and it's better for all of you." 

Still, Emerson hopes the $3 million serves as the "first down payment" with more to follow so a total reconstruction won't take a decade. She suggested that maybe the $2 million Nixon came up with could still go to the levee rebuilding, though corps officials say it's questionable whether they can even accept state funding.

 VA clinic proposed for Springfield 

Joplin Globe - By Roger McKinney 
October 22, 2011

MOUNT VERNON, Mo. — Congress has given initial approval to a plan to relocate the Gene Taylor VA Outpatient Clinic to Springfield, but Mount Vernon City Administrator Max Springer said he wants the clinic to remain in his city.

The Department of Veterans Affairs clinic has 130 employees in Mount Vernon.

Also given initial congressional approval in the VA’s 10-year building plan is a proposal for a $6.2 million outpatient clinic in Joplin.

U.S. Rep. Billy Long, R-Springfield, is among those supporting the Springfield clinic.

Susan Hansen, spokeswoman for Veterans Health Care System of the Ozarks, said the Springfield clinic hadn’t been funded yet and no final decisions have been made.

“We hope to continue to have some sort of presence in Mount Vernon” if plans for a Springfield clinic are approved, Hansen said.

Springer, who has been in his position a week, said he wants the clinic to have more than a presence. “We’re trying to keep them here in Mount Vernon,” he said.

In a prepared statement, Long called Springfield a perfect location for the clinic.

“With all of the gridlock in Washington, D.C., serving our veterans is something everyone can agree on,” Long said in the statement. “That is why I look forward to Congress and the president working together to create a community-based outpatient clinic in Springfield. An outpatient clinic would modernize care and make health care more accessible to our veterans.”

Long said by phone that he didn’t mean to suggest in the statement that the clinic in Mount Vernon isn’t worthwhile. He said, in fact, that a neighbor works at the veterans clinic in Mount Vernon. He said he wasn’t aware of any plan to close the Mount Vernon clinic, though he is aware services may be reduced.

According to the Department of Veterans Affairs Construction Summary 2012 Request, which received congressional approval, the VA is seeking $6.5 million for a 68,000-square-foot clinic in Springfield with 544 parking spaces.

The document states that the new clinic would replace the 41,000-square-foot clinic at Mount Vernon, which serves 17,000 patients. It states the new clinic would be able to provide additional services, including sleep studies, radiology, magnetic resonance imaging, and laboratory and dental services.

The VA request states a Springfield clinic would increase the number of veterans who are within a 30-minute drive of the clinic by 6,750.

The request also states that a Springfield clinic would decrease operating costs by increasing energy efficiency and reducing the number of services that need to be contracted. It also would reduce wait times and allow for more timely appointments.

The plan calls for the VA to contract with a third party to construct the building, with the VA leasing it for 20 years.

Disputed information

The Mount Vernon clinic is in a building at the Missouri Rehabilitation Center and the document also includes a statement that is disputed.

“Due to budget limitations, the state of Missouri has elected to close the Missouri Rehabilitation Center in Mount Vernon, where the current clinic is located, and will be unable to continue to support the current lease agreement,” it reads. It states that the rehabilitation center was to close on June 30.

Springer said that wasn’t his understanding when talking with officials at the Missouri Rehabilitation Center. The Missouri General Assembly has funded the rehabilitation center through June 30, 2012.

The Missouri Rehabilitation Center is part of the University of Missouri Health Care system.

“At this time, we have no plans to close MRC,” said Jeff Hoelscher, spokesman for University of Missouri Health Care, about the Missouri Rehabilitation Center. “We continue to maintain our current programs. We look for opportunities for growth in developing new programs.”

Springer said the funding is secure in the near term, and the university would be the entity that would decide if the rehabilitation center were to close or have its budget cut.

Hansen said when the document was being written, there was talk that state budget cuts would force the rehabilitation center to close, but that has since been resolved.

She said plans to move the clinic to Springfield have been discussed for several years within the VA.

The Mount Vernon VA clinic currently contracts laboratory, radiology and sleep studies services from the Missouri Rehabilitation Center, according to the document.

Invitation accepted

If the clinic is moved to Springfield, Springer said veterans in the Joplin area will have farther to drive for medical care.

Springer said he has invited Long to Mount Vernon to meet with local officials.

“We would like to get Rep. Long to meet with us here in Mount Vernon to try to change his mind about the clinic,” Springer said.

Long said he would be glad to meet with city officials.

“He hasn’t contacted any of my people,” Long said about the invitation. “I think they would be shocked at how little influence I have over the situation.”

With politicians so concerned about budget deficits, Springer said he’s not clear how the $6.5 million expense can be justified.

“Where’s the money going to come from?” he asked.

Long, one of the deficit hawks to whom Springer was referring, said no money has been appropriated yet.

“Budgeting is all about priorities, and you’ve got to make veterans a priority,” Long said.

Long said he wouldn’t want the Mount Vernon clinic to close and he has heard nothing to suggest that it would.

Hansen, with the Veterans Health Care System of the Ozarks, said if it is determined that at least 1,300 veterans receiving health care are within a 30-minute drive of Mount Vernon, some services would continued to be offered there. She said there are 1,800 veteran patients now within 30 minutes of the clinic.

“Assuming it gets funded, we’re looking at 2014 before we would even open the doors in Springfield,” Hansen said.

She said the VA will continue to serve the health care needs of all veterans throughout Southwest Missouri.

“We’re here and we’re dedicated to providing high-quality care to our veterans,” she said. “That’s our priority.”

What Would Losing a Tiny Town’s Post Office Look Like?

KSMU - By Rebekah Clark 
October 21, 2011 - 3:01pm

Residents of the small town of Hurley, just a few miles northeast of Crane, recently found out that their post office could be shutting down. One local resident says cutting the mail service could have negative repercussions for other businesses in the area. KSMU’s Rebekah Clark has the story.

Jeffery Goss works as an agricultural journalist and lives just a few miles down the road from the existing post office in Hurley. He says the population is 170.  As a resident for more than six years, Goss found it alarming when he received word that one of the central parts of the town might be shutting down.

“Earlier, like this spring, I had heard just as a rumor somebody who said she thought the Hurley Post Office would probably be on the closure list. And when they came out with the proposal list a couple of months ago, sure enough, it was listed.”

The “closure list” Goss refers to was released by the U.S. Postal Service earlier this year. In recent years, the federal organization has made drastic cuts due to lack of revenue and the trend of electronic mail. However, Goss believes that there are other reasons the Postal Service is struggling.

“The post office is basically like the layers of an onion. You have a lot of unnecessary layers of people who never touch a piece of mail and never deal with a customer that are a lot of space-filling positions that have to be paid. There are also a lot of practices in which the management is inefficient.”

Goss believes that if the proposal does go through and his post office is shut down, the effects on the rural town’s economy would be terrible. He says that the town of Hurley would have to merge with another local town, like Crane. And he says that could affect other local industries, like Hurley’s black walnut harvest every fall.

“There is a rule that a town cannot have more than one walnut station. If Hurley was merged into another town, it would appear that this other town, which would probably be Crane, would have two walnut stations and the Hurley one would have to close. Well, for one, the Crane one is already crowded as it is, and not just that, but it’s some distance away.”

His point? No post office, no town.

“A post office in an urban community is a convenience, and a post office in a rural community is a necessity. It’s meant that there are other ways to get mail sent in a city that aren’t found in a small town.” 

Goss said he has looked at U.S. Code, and it appears to him that the U.S. Postal Service could be breaking federal law by shutting down a mail service merely because of profit. To see a link to the official U.S. Code on postal service management, you can visit our website:  www.KSMU.org.

For KSMU News, I’m Rebekah Clark.

Link to U.S. Code Title 39: click here
Cleaver urges Kirkwood to 'use your wound' to help others heal 


St. Louis Beacon - By William H. Freivogel
Posted 5:35 pm Sat., 10.22.11 

U.S. Rep. Emanuel Cleaver, D-Kansas City, challenged Kirkwood to do "three big things" to help heal the community from the wound of the deadly Feb. 7, 2008 shootings at city hall. 

U.S. Rep. Emanuel Cleaver, D-Kansas City, (center) talks with County Executive Charlie Dooley and the Rev. David Bennett after Kirkwood's human rights symposium on Saturday.

Charles "Cookie" Thornton's attack left five city officials dead before police killed Thornton. Mayor Mike Swoboda was gravely wounded and died seven months later. Thornton was black and the city officials white.

Cleaver was speaking to about 130 people at Kirkwood's first annual human rights symposium at Kirkwood High School. The symposium was an outgrowth of a Justice Department mediation process that followed the shooting.

Cleaver said that there is "not another community in the United States that has had this kind of tragedy."

In a speech that blended humor and biblical references, Cleaver said, "It takes the wounded to heal." No other city in America has suffered such a high death toll at a city hall shooting, he said. "Don't let it go unused."

"Use your wound," he urged. "Use it and you can help other communities heal."

Mayor Art McDonnell said he appreciated Cleaver's challenge and thought he and people in Kirkwood should support other communities with similar violent incidents. He noted that the Presbyterian church in Kirkwood sent people to help Tucson recover from this year's shooting of Rep. Gabrielle Giffords, D-Ariz.

Asked if there was a city response to Cleaver that related to race, he said, "That is something that we are going to think about. It challenges me mentally to think about it. We can help each other, no matter what the race of the person who needs help."

Darnell Frost, head of the Human Rights Commission strengthened after the Justice Department mediation, said his commission would enthusiastically take on Cleaver's challenge. "This is the first big thing," said Frost, in reference to the meeting. "We will take up this challenge and we are ready for it."

Rabbi Susan Talve of Central Reform Congregation also called upon the city to continue to "pick up the pieces."

"We all remember where we were on Feb. 7, 2008," she said.

"There are no suburbs west enough," continued Talve, "to protect us from segregation and economic disparities. ... We cannot hide from another's suffering." But she added, "we can come to see division as a gift" to build upon.

A ‘spontaneous’ movement

Occupy’s agenda still a mystery to some

St. Joseph News-Press - Jimmy Myers
POSTED: 10:02 pm CDT October 22, 2011

Julie Thompson felt a connection to the Occupy Wall Street movement. Being downsized at her previous job was an eye-opener. 

“I’d never been without a job,” she said of the three months it took her to find a new one. 

Occupy St. Joseph, a local group that meets at the steps of City Hall most nights, gives her an outlet to bring attention to what she believes led to a tanking economy and her downsizing experience. For her, it boils down to the “99 percent” of Americans paying the price for corporate greed. 

“It’s everything everybody is fed up about,” she said of the common thread between those who assemble. “That’s why it drew me in so much. I’m like ‘I wish we could do something. I’m sick of just taking it.’” 

The movement is cause for celebration in the eyes of political scientists like Dr. David Euchner, a professor at Missouri Western State University. 

“Political scientists always get excited when any citizen stands up to push back,” he said. “Getting engaged, caring about the political process — Even if they fail ... I still think this is a very positive sign.” 

Dr. Richard Fulton, a professor of political science at Northwest Missouri State University, said the Wall Street movement looks to be a surge of antigovernment policy from a conservative standpoint. It’s a lashing out at rich, corporate America that dominates the political/economic system — a “strain of American politics” that goes back to the Civil War. 

“These things have popped up everywhere,” he said. “It’s not just liberal progressive easterners or just a few people here and there ... but it has been a spontaneous kind of movement.” 

The movement is being spurred along by urbanites who have felt the pinch of unemployment and are demonstrating, he said. But given the movement’s lack of an organized platform, Dr. Fulton questions what the impact will be on the upcoming elections. 

“I suspect (the movement) will go through the election,” he said. And the results of the election will determine “whether this becomes a progressive movement or whether it dies away.” 

Ms. Thompson said she doesn’t envision her group becoming political. They don’t want a particular candidate, they just want to be heard, she said. 

“It’s not about being a political party,” she said. “It’s not about any of that. It’s about what we are. We’re the 99 percent. We’re being left in the dark to suffer.” 

The challenge, Dr. Euchner said, is that there is no articulated leader, which the Wall Street occupiers like just as much as the St. Joseph group. At some point, he said, someone is going to ask, “What’s your agenda? What are the five things you want to accomplish?” And what kind of staying power does this movement have without a political end game? 

What typically happens in politics, Dr. Euchner said, is that these new groups bring a lot of fervor into the arena, and they find that the “system beats them down at every turn.” 

“They’re told ‘You’ve got to compromise,’” he said. “That politics is pragmatism, not principle. And after a while, these people have two choices — they can compromise or they can say, ‘The heck with it’ and they move on.” 

Ms. Thompson said they shouldn’t be perceived as the “annoying kid in the corner,” even if that’s what it appears to be. 

“We’re the majority of Americans,” she said. “We’re almost everybody. We need to be heard.” 

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

New Location for Occupy St. Joseph

KQ2 - Reported by: Robert Lowrey
Saturday, October 22 2011

It's the same protest just on a different sidewalk.

"Nobody goes downtown anymore," said protester Marcus Stockton. "Unless you're going to go drink or you need a lawyer or you have to go to court. Aside from that, nobody goes downtown."

After weeks out at City Hall, the Occupy St. Joe campaign has chosen a more popular location at the corner of the Belt and Frederick.

"We are looking into other areas and as the movement grows and we start getting more support from our community, we'll look at occupying somewhere full-time," said Stockton.

Protesters began the occupation over a month ago in New York City as people camped out along Wall Street. It spread rapidly nationwide and around the globe with the popular slogan, "We are the 99%."

"Get money out of politics," said protester Roger Moore. "If you get the money out of politics, then a lot of the things fall in line that a lot of these people are looking for."

Demonstrators say they are out here because everyone is affected whether they are Democrat, Republican, or Independent.

"No parties here. This is a people's movement," said Stockton. "If you don't have health insurance, you're a part of this. Don't have a savings account, you're a part of this. Don't have proper medical care you're a part of this."

Where ever the occupation occurs next, the message remains the same whether or not there as many cars driving by to give a honk.

Nonprofit hospitals' huge tax breaks under increasing scrutiny 

St. Louis Post-Dispatch - BY JIM DOYLE 
Posted: Sunday, October 23, 2011 11:00 pm 

BJC Healthcare, which operates Barnes-Jewish Hospital and a dozen others in Missouri and Illinois, owns property worth about $1.5 billion. But it pays few property taxes.

The health system reported total revenue of $3.6 billion last year and operating earnings of $200 million but paid no corporate income taxes on its nonprofit operations.

BJC and its foundations have investment portfolios totaling about $3 billion, with investment earnings of $372 million last year — but pay no capital gains taxes. The system also enjoys exemptions from state and local sales taxes on hundreds of millions of dollars in purchases of medical supplies and equipment.

In return, federal law requires BJC Healthcare and all other nonprofit health systems to provide care to the needy and other community benefits. But the tax-exempt status of nonprofits has come under increased scrutiny by federal and state authorities who are investigating the ever-blurrier dividing line between businesses and charities. The Internal Revenue Service is requiring hospitals to provide more specific data about their charity care, community benefits, investments and executive compensation. And some state regulators are scrutinizing the property tax exemptions granted to nonprofit hospitals.

In August, the Illinois Department of Revenue revoked the tax-exempt status of three nonprofit hospitals: Decatur Memorial Hospital, Edward Hospital in Naperville and Prentice Women's Hospital at Northwestern Memorial in Chicago.

Nonprofit health systems typically devote a small percentage of their revenue to free and discounted care, and they cite other community benefits ranging from medical research to free prostate examinations. But federal authorities have no uniform standard for how much "charity care" they require — or even how exactly to define it.

"There always seems to be a hospital or two that's having their nonprofit status questioned," said Samuel Steinberg, a hospital consultant based in Florida. "Usually, it's a hospital that's been very aggressive with debt collection."

Charity care has caused more tension as nonprofit hospitals that provide Medicaid services for the poor argue they are not fully reimbursed for Medicaid. So how can they be expected to increase their levels of free or discounted care? But neither are private hospitals fully reimbursed for Medicaid — and they often provide additional charity care, as well.

"There's no difference between for-profit and nonprofit when it comes to charity care," said Ray Alvey, chief financial officer of the for-profit St. Louis University Hospital, who previously worked for two of BJC Healthcare's hospitals. "The only difference is their tax status."

A hospital's culture — not its tax status — dictates the amount of charity care it provides, he said. Some institutions, such as SLU Hospital, have a strong history of charity care. But others don't.

COSTS AND BENEFITS

All hospitals are pinched by the growing needs of the poor, the jobless and the uninsured, and health executives say they are providing more free and discounted care.

Despite these demands, the largest nonprofit health systems in the St. Louis area — including BJC Healthcare, SSM Health Care Corp., Mercy Health and Ascension Health — have maintained strong earnings and investment portfolios. Charity care at each of these nonprofit health systems accounts for between 1.7 percent to 2.6 percent of their total operating revenue.

Executives at nonprofit hospitals generally make less than their for-profit counterparts. But leaders at BJC Healthcare and other local nonprofit health systems often get paid far more than comparable public sector executives. BJC's chairman and chief executive, Steve Lipstein, reported an executive compensation package for 2009 that totaled $2.1 million. Ascension Health's chief executive, Anthony Tersigni, has a compensation package worth about $3.4 million a year.

By contrast, Gary Forsee, who resigned in January as president of the University of Missouri — a similarly large and complex organization, operating in the public interest — earned just $400,000 annually, not including his campus residence and other benefits.

BJC officials say they do not calculate the worth of their tax breaks or compare them to what their hospitals provide in free and discounted care to the poor.

What distinguishes nonprofit hospitals goes beyond charity care, Lipstein said. Unlike for-profit operations, which distribute earnings to shareholders, BJC must plow earnings back into the mission of improving quality and access.

"I don't know how much BJC would pay in property taxes," the BJC chief executive said. "As opposed to focusing on a dollar amount, I would hope that policymakers would focus on our hospitals' response to their communities."

He said that BJC, especially through Barnes-Jewish and Christian hospitals, serves a vital 'safety net" role in the St. Louis area, which does not have a public hospital.

"Tax exempt status shouldn't be linked solely to charity care," Lipstein said.

Revoking the tax-exemptions of nonprofit health systems, he said, would raise the cost of providing health care and could divert government funding of health care to other public needs.

In addition to its annual tax breaks, BJC's nonprofit status also gives it access to low-cost capital to build new hospitals and modernize facilities. In 2005, BJC issued about $162 million in tax-exempt bonds, saving additional millions of dollars.

The health system's charity care — when defined as including free care and discounted services to the needy — amounts to $58 million in aid to 82,267 patients systemwide, according to its 2009 federal tax filing. That's about 1.7 percent of BJC's total operating revenue — not including substantial investment income — but more than a third of its operating margin.

In addition, BJC provided health care to 344,168 Medicaid patients in 2009 and was not reimbursed for about $78 million in its estimated costs of this care, according to its IRS filing.

Missouri now reimburses hospitals for only about 80 percent of nonprofit or for-profit hospitals' costs of providing Medicaid services to the poor, according to financial officials at Mercy and St. Louis University Hospital.

BJC also calculates $230 million in such costs as medical research, doctor education, free clinics and contributions to community groups and reports them as community benefits to the IRS.

Finally, BJC reported that about $63 million of its bad debts in 2009 were attributable to patients who were eligible for charity care. Under IRS rules, however, hospitals can't count such bad debts — hospital charges a patient simply doesn't pay — as charity care.

CRACKING DOWN

Even as the IRS examines hospital data with an eye toward tightening standards, it has never clearly defined charity care. So hospitals often create their own definitions.

"Hospitals are all over the map on this," said Jesse Goldner, a professor at St. Louis University School of Law, whose research on nonprofit hospitals is financed by the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation.

Traditionally, charity care meant free medical care for the poor. Today, many hospitals include the discounts they offer those patients who qualify for financial aid but not a free ride.

In their investment reports, BJC and other nonprofit health systems have tended in the past to calculate "charity care" as the charges a hospital forgoes in caring for the poor — in other words, the top dollar that a hospital charges an uninsured or "out of network" patient. But those inflated prices bear no resemblance to what the hospitals accept daily from insurers or the government on behalf of almost all patients. Nonprofit hospitals have been pressed by the IRS to disclose the actual costs of their charity care. While some states have more rigid standards, others including Missouri are more laissez-faire, said Goldner, who is examining differences in charity care among nonprofit and for-profit hospitals of varying sizes, locations and demographics.

The Missouri Hospital Association, which posts charity care data collected from the state's hospitals, defines charity care as "free care" — not discounted services — to enable hospital-to-hospital comparisons.

Congress has periodically explored the tax treatment of nonprofit organizations, including hospitals. Prompted by Sen. Chuck Grassley, R-Iowa, and other public officials, the IRS formed a task force in 2006 to examine the charity care, community benefits and executive compensation of nonprofit hospitals.

"The IRS is trying to sort this out and refine it," said Jason Turner, an assistant professor of health management and policy at St. Louis University's School of Public Health. "Realistically, I think many health systems are viewing this as the potential groundwork of regulation."

Turner, Goldner's research partner, said that while most states including Missouri typically defer to IRS decisions on tax exempt status, about 20 states independently monitor their hospitals' compliance with nonprofit standards. "Illinois, I would argue, has been more opaque in its rules," he said. "It has also been a bit more aggressive."

Susan Hofer, a spokeswoman for the Illinois Department of Revenue, said the decisions to revoke the nonprofit status of three hospitals followed an Illinois Supreme Court ruling last year that clarified the state constitution's stance on tax cuts for charities. That ruling upheld the state's previous revocation of tax exempt status for Provena Covenant Medical Center in Urbana.

Under the Illinois Constitution, Hofer said, the state's Legislature may only exempt property from taxation if it's used "exclusively" for charity.

Illinois authorities are now examining the charity care of at least 11 other nonprofit hospitals, Hofer said. Executives at the three Illinois hospitals whose nonprofit status was recently suspended insist that they offer substantial charity care and community benefits — and each plan to appeal the state's decision. None of the three hospitals had listed charity care on its financial statements, but each reported it separately as less than 2 percent of net patient revenue, according to the Illinois Department of Revenue.

Most of Illinois' 300 hospitals operate as nonprofits, and their executives fear that state regulators could try to revoke all of their tax exemptions.

Maryjane Wurth, president of the Illinois Hospital Association, said in an Aug. 22 letter to Illinois Gov. Pat Quinn that "nothing good will come from taxing hospitals. It will only kill jobs, further slow the Illinois economy and increase the cost of health care."

Quinn responded in a Sept. 19 letter that he will seek a legislative compromise to clarify the public duties of Illinois' nonprofit, tax-exempt hospitals.

FUZZY DIVIDING LINES

Some question whether nonprofit hospitals benefit their communities more than their for-profit counterparts who don't enjoy the same tax breaks. For-profit hospitals have unreimbursed Medicaid costs, too, and they also provide millions of dollars in charity care and additional community benefits of the kind claimed by nonprofits.

A General Accounting Office study in 2005 found that nonprofit hospitals tend to devote a greater share of their operating expenses to charity care than for-profit hospitals, but the differences between these two groups is often small.

"Hospitals today have to act as businesslike as possible, so I don't think it's a big surprise that nonprofits and for-profits tend to act more and more alike," said hospital consultant Steinberg. "What exactly is the difference between for-profits and nonprofits in terms of business practices? The line is getting fuzzier and fuzzier."

Although owned by Dallas-based Tenet Healthcare Corp., a for-profit company, SLU Hospital was founded by Jesuits, and its core mission is to exist "for the glory of God and the health of God's people."

The hospital, which serves as a Level I trauma center for Southern Illinois, admits almost two-thirds of its patients through its emergency room. SLU Hospital, which has about 350 beds, provided $5.6 million in free — not including discounted — charity care in 2008, according to the Missouri Hospital Association. SSM St. Mary's Health Center, a larger nonprofit with about 580 beds, provided $7.2 million in free charity care in 2008, according to the association.

SLU Hospital paid local property and sales taxes totaling about $4.8 million last year. Its additional community benefits included medical education at academic teaching hospitals, free clinics and medical research.

Most nonprofit and for-profit hospitals alike pledge to provide health care to all, regardless of a patient's ability to pay for those services. Both increasingly accept payments for medical services for the uninsured on "a sliding scale," depending on a patient's degree of financial need.

"It's a balancing act. We want to do our fair share, but no more than our fair share," SLU's Alvey said. "The question is, what's our fair share?"

Mercy Health systems operates as a 'church' for tax purposes 

St. Louis Post-Dispatch - BY JIM DOYLE 
Posted: Sunday, October 23, 2011 12:15 am 

Mercy Health, with revenue of nearly $4 billion, could qualify as one of the largest corporations in the St. Louis region.

But its owners, with the blessing of the Vatican, prefer to call it a "church," which helps tremendously come tax time.

The system — whose headquarters is located in Chesterfield — operates Mercy Hospital St. Louis in Creve Coeur, along with 27 other hospitals in Oklahoma, Arkansas, Missouri and Kansas. Like other nonprofits, it pays few corporate, income, property, capital gains or sales taxes.

Unlike other nonprofits, Mercy claims that — because it's technically a "corporation within the Catholic Church" — it is exempt from federal requirements that all charities must disclose certain financial data about their operations. For the first time this year, Mercy's parent company filed a Form 990 with the Internal Revenue Service detailing such information but with the caveat from its lawyers that it filed "voluntarily."

Mercy Health oversees a network of more than 55 tax-exempt organizations, including fundraising foundations, physician groups and hospitals in Missouri and three other states.

"We bring to life the healing ministry of Jesus through our compassionate care and exceptional service," reads Mercy's mission statement.

Executives and staff fly to and from some business meetings in Mercy's midsize corporate jet, a Rockwell Sabreliner. Ten of Mercy's key employees received more than $1 million each in executive compensation in the past fiscal year. Six family members of Mercy's highest paid employees and former officers have been employed by Mercy in recent years.

Two years ago, Mercy board members held a retreat in Dublin, in part to commemorate where the health system's sponsor — the Sisters of Mercy religious order — was founded in about 1830. The cost: $279,000. Mercy's leadership also took a retreat in 2008 to the resort and spa town of Scottsdale, Ariz., in the Sonoran Desert, at a cost of $304,000.

Mercy has investments totaling about $1.5 billion, which earned nearly $19 million in the past fiscal year. More than $200 million of Mercy's assets are invested in hedge funds and private equity ventures. And the health system's executive retirement plan has nearly $70 million in assets.

'SHOULD WE PAY TAXES?'

Several of these disclosures were made in a recent Mercy federal tax information filing, the first of its kind by the health system's parent company. Some of Mercy's nonprofit affiliates have previously filed IRS Form 990.

"The Sisters of Mercy Health System is classified as a church and is therefore not required to file a Form 990," the organization told the Internal Revenue Service in its May tax filing. The church "is voluntarily filing a Form 990 in a good faith effort of full disclosure and transparency of operations."

The system's name was changed to Mercy Health on Sept. 1. About 15 of Mercy's affiliates are taxable, for-profit corporations or partnerships.

Like other nonprofits, Mercy pays no federal taxes on its corporate earnings and capital gains, nor does it pay state or local taxes on most of its property holdings. Except in Oklahoma, it doesn't pay sales tax on the medical supplies it purchases. Through its issuance of tax-exempt bonds, Mercy has access to low-cost capital to build and modernize its hospitals. In 2008, Mercy sold about $411 million in tax-exempt bonds in part to build new patient towers at Mercy Hospital St. Louis and a new data center in Washington, Mo.

"The issue is, should we pay taxes?" said Philip Wheeler, Mercy's general counsel and a senior vice president. "If we're required to pay taxes, what happens to all the charity care we provide?"

Mercy Hospital St. Louis and Mercy Hospital Washington provided a total of about $27.4 million in charity care, including free care and financial aid, in the 2010 fiscal year. It also says it provided $9 million that year in additional community benefits including medical research, education and clinics.

With 28,000 employees and land, buildings and equipment valued at about $2 billion, Mercy Health is the nation's eighth largest Catholic health system. Systemwide, it claims to have provided $95.7 million in charity care (about 2.4 percent of its total operating revenue) and $54.2 million in community benefits.

Mercy officials have declined to specify what percentage of its charity care is provided for free, as opposed to at discounted rates. Some hospitals calculate such discounts using the highest possible price an uninsured patient could be charged, which tends to inflate the estimate of charity care.

BONUSES AND BENEFITS

In the late 1800s, Sisters of Mercy health ministries were established as small hospitals and infirmaries in Oklahoma, Kansas, Arkansas and Missouri. But the number of nuns in the religious order has declined in recent years. Since 2008, the health system has been sponsored by the Mercy Health Ministry, a "public juridic person" created by canon law and approved by the Vatican. Only four of the Mercy Health system's 15 current board members are religious Sisters of Mercy. None of the board members of MHM Support Services — a key affiliate of Mercy Health that oversees many of its corporate expenses — are members of the Sisters of Mercy, according to its latest tax filing.

According to its tax filings, Mercy's executive compensation packages include a bonus system that is contingent on the company attaining certain financial targets.

In the 2010 fiscal year, Mercy president Lynn Britton received about $1.6 million in compensation — including salary, bonus and benefits — from Mercy's network of subsidiaries. Mercy's executive vice president and chief operating officer, Michael McCurry, received about $1.5 million. Mercy treasurer James Jaacks received about $1.1 million.

According to the parent's tax filing, Mercy's executives are provided additional perquisites, including first class and charter travel on Mercy's aircraft and the opportunity at times for their spouses to accompany them to business meetings and other events. Mercy pays for the country club and social club dues of select executives "with the intention that they be used to further the mission of the organization through activities related to the recruitment of physicians, as well as donor and local business leader relations."

Missouri faces two court cases over insolvent Second Injury Fund

Southeast Missourian - By Melissa Miller
Sunday, October 23, 2011 

With cases against it pending in both federal and state court, Missouri may soon be ordered by a judge to pay Second Injury Fund benefits it stopped paying earlier this year. 

If that happens, the state is certain to pass the cost on to employers, said Richard Moore, assistant general counsel and director of regulatory affairs for the Missouri Chamber of Commerce and Industry. He spoke to business leaders in Jackson about Missouri's insolvent Second Injury Fund last week. 

The Second Injury Fund provides supplemental insurance for employers to encourage them to hire people with disabilities or pre-existing injuries because it shields them from liability if they are reinjured. Missouri businesses pay a 3 percent surcharge on their workers' compensation insurance to support the fund. However, the fund's liabilities are outpacing its income. 

To keep the fund solvent, Attorney General Chris Koster in March stopped paying people who were granted permanent total disability awards by a judge. As of Sept. 1, 105 people were not receiving their benefits. Those individuals, on average, are owed more than $67,500 for a total of $7.1 million, Moore said. 

About a dozen people are in that situation in Southeast Missouri, said Matt Edwards, who specializes in workers' compensation cases at Burns, Taylor, Heckemeyer & Green in Cape Girardeau. 

The fund also pays the medical expenses of injured employees whose employers failed to obtain workers' compensation insurance, but Koster recently stopped paying those claims as well. 

Since the attorney general's office stopped settling cases against the fund in 2009, more than 30,000 cases are now pending and about 700 cases are filed each month waiting to be adjudicated. Not counting those cases, the fund's estimated liability for awards already approved by judges is $1 billion. 

At the 3 percent surcharge rate capped by law in 2005, it would take about 30 years to pay the fund's current liabilities, Moore said. 

"There is no good solution. We are looking for the best-case scenario out of horrible options," he said. 

In 2006, the 3 percent surcharge brought in $63 million. Due to fewer workers since the recession and lower workers' compensation premiums, the fund only received about $41 million last year, and its expenses, without settling pending cases or paying permanent total disability claims since March, were $40.4 million. Its obligations last year if it had been settling cases are estimated at $76 million, Moore said. 

Workers' compensation attorneys have known for years the Second Injury Fund's revenue couldn't continue to meet its growing obligations, said Sharon Jones, director of government relations for the Missouri Association of Trial Attorneys. 

"Since 2006, MATA has been saying 'This is a problem. We need to fix it,'" Jones said. "In 2005, we sent a letter to Gov. Matt Blunt saying you can't pass this bill because you will have this problem. The legislature has decided not to fix it even though we've been telling them for the last six years." 

To force a resolution to the fund's insolvency, a federal lawsuit in Missouri's Western District challenges the legality of the 3 percent surcharge cap by claiming it doesn't provide enough revenue to pay benefits already awarded. The case is set for hearing next spring. 

Meanwhile, a class-action lawsuit in Cole County circuit court claims all those who were awarded Second Injury Fund benefits before the 3 percent surcharge cap was imposed in 2005 are protected and should receive their full benefits. 

More lawsuits expected 

Moore said he expects more lawsuits to be filed on behalf of the 105 people who have been awarded benefits since March, as well as on behalf of the 30,000 people with cases that have yet to be reviewed. 

Jones said there has been discussion among association members about such suits, but they may not be necessary depending on the outcome of the federal case. 

"There was some thought that if we just waited to see how the federal suit worked out, that may solve all the problems, but we haven't been getting really favorable orders out of it at this point," Jones said. "Let me just say, it's in the ether." 

The Missouri Association of Trial Attorneys worked with the Missouri Chamber earlier this year, unsuccessfully, to push legislation reforming the Second Injury Fund through the legislature. 

"MATA wants to make sure people injured at work are being compensated for their second injury, whether that's through the Second Injury Fund or the individual employer," Jones said. "What we're really hoping is the court says the state has to pay it, now go figure out how to pay it." 

Legislation to raise the surcharge cap without reforming the fund is unlikely to pass, Moore said. 

The Missouri Chamber is advocating the Second Injury Fund be limited to workers whose first injuries were obtained while on active military duty or at work. Another possible solution Moore suggested is doing away with the Second Injury Fund and transferring current liabilities to employers and their workers' compensation insurers. 

"My personal theory is that the insurance companies wanted this outcome. They get to keep more of their money and get the benefit of paying less in claims," Edwards said. "If either of the chamber's proposals actually go through, they will likely have a twofold effect. One, the insurance companies will demand higher premiums from businesses for the increased liability, and two, businesses will be less likely to risk hiring workers with pre-existing injuries." 

Moore said his recommendation is not for businesses to insure themselves. 

"It is more beneficial to have a second injury fund of some kind, reform it, bring it back into financial solvency and then start moving forward," he said. 

As long as the second injury fund doesn't pay injured workers who have been awarded settlements by judges, the financial burden is being shifted to Social Security, Edwards said. 

Social Security Disability is the sole source of income for virtually all of the injured workers not being paid by the fund, he said.

Missouri political parties make election plans

Republicans will use caucus process to select delegates.

Springfield News-Leader - Written by Chris Blank, The Associated Press
11:00 PM, Oct. 22, 2011 

JEFFERSON CITY -- Missouri is moving ahead with plans for a presidential primary that could cost taxpayers several million dollars, although most of the state's political parties plan to use other means to choose their candidates.

Missouri's Feb. 7 presidential primary will be an abnormal vote born from disagreement in the state legislature about whether to comply with national Republican and Democratic guidelines that call for delaying the primary by at least a month.

Voters can cast ballots that day, but Missouri Republicans will use a caucus process starting in mid-March to select their delegates to the national convention. Democrats have not announced what they will do, but with President Barack Obama running for re-election, their primary is not expected to be competitive.

Leaders for the Constitution and Libertarian parties said their presidential candidates are chosen through conventions, so the results from the Missouri primary will not make much difference.

Some Missouri officials have derided the primary as a "beauty contest" or a "straw poll" and sought to cancel it because the results won't be binding. One senator presented a list last week of state programs that could be funded for what it would cost to hold the primary.

"There was absolutely, positively no reason to have the primary vote this year other than to waste taxpayer money in the tune of millions," said House Majority Leader Tim Jones, R-Eureka.

The secretary of state's office has said Missouri's 2008 presidential primaries -- which had competitive contests among both Republicans and Democrats -- cost about $7 million and involved more than 1.4 million votes cast. In 2004, when only Democrats had a competitive primary because Republican President George W. Bush was running for re-election, the primary cost about $4 million with roughly 543,000 people voting.

A divided Senate deadlocked last week over legislation that would have eliminated next year's primary while bringing it back in 2016. Legislation also has been filed in the House to cancel the primary, though it is unlikely to pass before lawmakers conclude their special legislative session.

Those who favor going forward with the primary said eliminating it could disenfranchise voters and make it harder for them express their preference for president.

Candidates from the Republican, Democratic, Constitution and Libertarian parties can file for the primary beginning this coming Tuesday and continuing through Nov. 22.

Even if the Missouri primary does not decide anything, it could serve as a measuring stick for public opinion when binding decisions are made, officials said.

Bricks-and-mortar retailers want level playing field 

Joplin Globe - By Kelsey Ryan
October 22, 2011

JOPLIN, Mo. — When John Davidson and his wife, Susie, bought Changing Hands Book Shoppe and Game Store, 528 S. Virginia Ave., 19 years ago, there wasn’t an Amazon.com or an eBay.com.

But for Davidson and other bricks-and-mortar retailers across the country, competition with online retailers has become a way of life.

“I see it every day,” Davidson said. “There are some people out there who think I’m Amazon’s showroom. They come in, they fumble the product and they go back and order it, or they sit there on the phone and order it in front of me. It definitely has an effect.”

Davidson said he doesn’t oppose online competition, but isn’t happy with the fact that those online businesses have an edge — they aren’t required to collect sales taxes from their customers, as he is. That means that he has to charge customers 7.824 percent more, giving Amazon.com an edge in price.

Davidson said his store does sell some products online, but it’s usually just to get rid of “dead stock,” and he believes requiring Internet retailers to collect the tax could help his business.

“I don’t know that it would give us an influx of business, but I would say that it would stop the slide,” he said. “It would prevent more people from bypassing us to go online to buy things because that price differential would be somewhat offset.”

Davidson might get his wish.

Federal proposal

A proposal called the Main Street Fairness Act, introduced by U.S. Sen. Dick Durbin, D-Ill., aims to “level the playing field” between online and bricks-and-mortar merchants by allowing states to require Internet companies to collect sales taxes, regardless of whether the seller has a physical presence in the state.

U.S. Sens. Roy Blunt, R-Mo., and Claire McCaskill, D-Mo., declined to comment for this story, but John LaBombard, a spokesman for McCaskill, said that while the issue deserves consideration, the decision about whether to require Internet companies to collect sales tax “will have to be resolved by the Missouri Legislature.”

Davidson said he doesn’t like taxes, but this is an issue of fairness.

For his business to compete, Davidson said he and his wife focus on building personal relationships with customers and offering a place for people to play games on Wednesdays and Fridays.

Davidson said he’s had people ask him if he’ll match prices for items they’ve found online, which he said he generally won’t do. He believes the pressure from big-box retailers and struggling states and cities will eventually compel online retailers to begin collecting sales tax.

“It gives an Internet retailer from outside Missouri an advantage over me with customers because they have about a 7.5 percent advantage in actual cost to consumers with that,” Davidson said. “That more or less offsets any disadvantage they have with paying shipping costs depending on the size and cost of the item. Amazon is the largest book retailer in the world, and it’s similar to the effect that Wal-Mart and Target had on Main Street.”

Leslie Jones, finance director for the city of Joplin, said all municipalities realize the potential for increased revenue.

“We talk about it at municipal accounting conferences, but until somebody moves off center, we can’t as a city do anything.”

Jones said that while it may appear to be a state issue, federal action may be required to get it resolved.

“It’s very difficult to get anything done with such a big issue,” she said.

OpposeD TO change

Bob Wolfe, owner of Always Buying Books, 5357 N. Main St., said he opposes a sales tax for online retailers.

“I do sell things online and even if I didn’t I would be opposed to it — I would be opposed to any additional taxes, period,” Wolfe said. “It would just give the government more money to waste. I’m not in favor of anyone paying more taxes for anything ... They’ve proven they can’t handle it. It goes from villages to the federal government.”

Wolfe said he sells a small percentage of his books online and that a few years ago, he was doing an average of $40,000 a year with online sales but stopped because he had to claim that income on his taxes. He said he has around 50,000 books in stock and that Internet retailers haven’t affected his business.

“I could close the store down and start selling books online and make more money, but I just enjoy being here, and this is the source of where my books are now,” Wolfe said.

Chris Keller, manager for Comeau Jewelry Co., said his business hasn’t been directly affected by Internet sales, even though major online retailers such as Amazon.com also sell jewelry, but he believes Internet retailers should have to collect sales tax.

“Every other bricks-and-mortar store has to; why shouldn’t they?” he said. “I’m sure it couldn’t hurt because there’s a lot of business done on the Internet, and I’m sure that would generate a lot of extra dollars for our government and economy.”

Sales tax rate

With one exception, the combined state and local sales tax rate is 7.825 percent in that part of Joplin that is in Jasper County, and 7.725 percent for that part of the city that is in Newton County. The exception is a transportation development district established by retailers in the 1717 Marketplace area of Range Line Road in Jasper County. In the TDD, the total rate is 7.95 percent.

Local admin. discusses possible move to less than 174 school days

Daily Dunklin Democrat - DEANNA CORONADO
Sunday, October 23, 2011

Board of Education members and school administrators in the local area will likely be discussing options regarding their respective school calendar in future executive meetings, following the release of information regarding this subject from the Department of Elementary and Secondary Education. 

Administrators like Senath-Hornersville's Superintendent Larry Wood recently received information from the Department of Elementary and Secondary Education (DESE), sent as an administrative memo from Deputy Commissioner Ron Lankford. In the memo, administrators were reminded of a Missouri statute that directs districts and their Board of Education to annually prepare a calendar for the academic term at hand (Section 171.031.1 RSMo.) 

According to Wood, Lankford explained in his memo that several districts have moved or may move in the near future to a school year of less than 174 days, but no less than 142 days in attendance. Because of this potential change for Missouri Schools, DESE has developed a set of guidelines designed to aid administration and school boards through the process, with the goal of providing some clarity on the subject, according to Lankford's memo. 

Wood recently shared three possible calendar scenarios submitted in the memo with Senath-Hornersville Board of Education members during their October meeting, which was held on Thursday. 

Wood said that the memo outlines three separate schemes for districts to consider. 

The first is based on a traditional calendar year, which requires the school board to approve a minimum term of at least 174 days and 1,044 hours of instruction (171.031.1 RSMo.) With this plan, Wood said the board is to require a minimum required hours in a school day of three hours and a maximum possible to be seven hours per day (160.041.1 RSMo.; 171.031.7 RSMo.) 

The second option surrounds a calendar of less than 174 days, which may be adopted by the board, providing a minimum of at least 1,044 hours of instruction. In this scenario, 4 hours would be the required minimum in a school day (160.041.1 RSMo.) and the maximum possible hours in a school day would be eight hours (171.037.7 RSMo.). 

The last suggested alternative is based on a calendar year of 142 days, or four days per week, which can be adopted by districts that provide a minimum of 1,044 hours of instruction with a minimum required hours in a school day of four hours and a maximum of eight hours. (171.031.1 RSMo.; 160.041.1 RSMo.; 171.037.7 RSMo.). 

In clarifying the three options suggested, Lankford, in his memo said "Districts must establish which type of calendar they will be operating under, as well as, the number of days they plan to attend school prior to the opening of a new school year." 

DESE indicates that in order for schools to ensure that they are complying with the requirements outlined in the statute, districts must submit their calendar plans to the Department on Core Data Screen 10 by August 15 prior to each academic year. After submitting a proposed school calendar, districts will not be permitted to make changes to its determined days of planned attendance. 

Schools that plan to function on the traditional calendar year will not be allowed to attend less than 174 days or 1,044 hours as listed in the statutes, unless it is due to approved inclement weather conditions. Districts that operate under a calendar year of less than 174 days, with a minimum of 1,044 hours, are required by DESE to attend the number of pre-planned days submitted in their report. Days missed due to approved inclement weather conditions will not impact this requirement, according to Lankford's report. 

Wood said that for schools that plan a calendar of 142 days operate under the same requirements as the other two options. He also added that it Lankford's memo, Section 163.021.1, RSMo, was highlighted, which requires compliance with the minimum term for eligibility for state aid. Basically, in order to receive state aid, districts have to meet the requirements outlined by DESE, which include the stipulation that a school day ending before the minimum required hours of class time does not count toward the day requirement and the hours do not count toward the 1,044 hour requirement. 

"Since the day is not a legal school day, the hours and day cannot be attributed for state aid purposes," he said, noting that the time is not reported with the district calendar and attendance rates are not reported with the Average Daily Attendance (ADA) calculation for state aid purposes. 

The memo submitted by DESE to Wood, among other area superintendents, was shared with school board members for informational purposes in developing next year's school calendar. During the board meeting on Thursday, Wood highlighted the key points of the article, noting that they would probably revisit the issue in future months when preparing for the 2012-2013 academic year, as most other local school districts will likely do as well. 

Cost of education issue for college leaders, students 

Joplin Globe - By Kelsey Ryan
October 21, 2011

JOPLIN, Mo. — The experiences cited by two Missouri Southern State University underclassmen appear to go to the heart of the issue of student debt, information about which was passed along Friday at a meeting of the school’s Board of Governors.

Darren Fullerton, vice president for student affairs, told the board that about 8.8 percent of MSSU students are defaulting on student loans — about the same as the national average.

“In one respect,” he said, “that’s good that we’re average, but you never want students to default on loans. Our goal is to try to do whatever we can to try to educate the students on not defaulting on their loans.”

For students like Michael Lamberson and Devyn Ristau, student loans are a real issue. They cited their experiences in interviews the Globe sought after the board meeting.

“This year, I’ve taken out $2,000 per semester for financial aid, and I’m going to continue to do that,” said Ristau, a sophomore environmental health major from Joplin who thinks she will be about $18,000 in debt for her bachelor’s degree and maybe $55,000 if she gets a master’s degree. She said at this point in time, she’s not too worried about paying it back.

“It’s too far off for me to really worry about it,” Ristau said. “It is going to be a concern, but just not right now.”

Lamberson, a freshman undeclared major from Riverton, Kan., said that although he qualified for federal Pell grants, he will be between $5,000 and $8,000 in debt when he graduates. He said that students should concentrate more on trying to get scholarships and grants that don’t have to be repaid.

“If you want to go to college and get a job to be financially stable, be smart and don’t overindulge in debt,” Lamberson said. “It kind of defeats the purpose of your goals.”

Lamberson’s perspective jibes closely with what Fullerton at the meeting said university staff members are emphasizing. He said members are trying to educate students about how long it might take them to pay back their loans with their chosen careers, how to only take out necessary loans and to apply for scholarships before loans.

He said a lot of MSSU students are low-income, first-generation college students or have to work while going to school, and those factors impact whether a student takes out loans. Fullerton said only 3 percent of MSSU students don’t receive any kind of aid whatsoever.

According to the Project on Student Debt, the average debt for a student from Missouri who attends a four-year public college is $21,360.

The project’s website states that in 2008, 67 percent of college graduates from four-year colleges and universities had student loan debt, with the national average that year of $23,200 for college graduates.

“It’s the whole country that’s having a debt problem,” Ristau said. “It’s exponentially growing and I think there’s going to have to be some restructure in order for us to get out of debt. We have to change something.”

Closed discussion

The Board of Governors also went into closed session Friday to discuss legal actions, personnel issues and real estate. The next meeting is slated for Nov. 18.

Chinese sponsors want to exit MSU executive business program

Less-than-flattering publicity about EMBA program reaches China.

Springfield News-Leader - Written byDidi Tang 
11:00 PM, Oct. 22, 2011 

Alleged inaccuracies

Here are the inaccuracies MSU contends were in the Aug. 21 story and the News-Leader's responses:
» MSU: A former business college dean was quoted as saying 25 percent of the Chinese students struggled with English, but the observation should have been applied to the first group of Chinese students in the program.
Response: In context, it seemed clear the former dean was talking only about his experience -- but the point could have been emphasized. 
» MSU: The News-Leader overstated the profit of the program, because it failed to account for expenses yet to be spent.
Response: The News-Leader published the program's finances as provided by the university, though the phrase "fund balance" would have been more precise than calling it a "profit," which was an attempt to avoid government jargon.
» MSU: The News-Leader inaccurately reported program fees are usually "paid in cash." In fact, the money is wire-transferred to a Hong Kong bank.
Also, the fees paid per student by the students ranged from $15,000 to more than $22,000, but the News-Leader failed to inquire about the difference or the rationale.
Response: The News-Leader inquired about the program's fees from students. They said they paid through wire transfers, which they equate with paying in cash.
The News-Leader also reported the fees can vary by quoting Gloria Wang, a director of International Management Education Center (IMEC).
The News-Leader also reported: "Wang said IMEC works with Chinese sponsors to determine the program fees based on costs and funding from students, governments and companies."
» MSU: The students were recruited through Chinese sponsors, not through IMEC, as reported by the News-Leader.
Response: An agreement between MSU and International Management Education Center obligates IMEC to provide students to the program.
A university memo of understanding with a Chinese sponsor also reads: "MSU entrusts the International Management Education Center (IMEC) as its sole representative to work with (the Chinese sponsor)."
As reported, Wang told the News-Leader that IMEC works with Chinese sponsors on various aspects of the program, including selecting students.

Several Chinese sponsors who have been feeding students to an executive business program at Missouri State University want to pull out, a university official said, after not-so-flattering publicity of the program reached China.

"They say, 'We know this is a quality program, but we do not want to be associated with it because of what's in the press,'" said Jim Baker, vice president for research and economic development.

On Aug. 21, the News-Leader ran several stories about MSU's Executive Master of Business Administration program, after interviewing more than a dozen Chinese students who had graduated from the program.

They shared their appreciation for the program, for the American-style education, and for the American experience.

Some also spoke of their misgivings, including that some students were accepted into the program with poor English skills, especially in listening and speaking.

That has diminished the academic rigor of the graduate program, some said.

The News-Leader reported the students in the program do not need to take English proficiency tests typically required of international students.

Some students said the "lower threshold" was a major reason they chose the MSU program, which has a unique setup.

Unlike a regular academic program, MSU's EMBA program is considered an educational service rendered to a Hong Kong-based agency, which assembles groups of Chinese students to be educated in a one-year, accelerated program in Springfield.

The students come from Chinese sponsors, such as universities, governments, trade associations and businesses that agree to participate.

Some sponsors send one or two students, and some may feed more than 10 students at once to the program.

It is unclear which sponsors have expressed their desire to pull out.

The agency in Hong Kong keeps more than half of the program fees paid by students to cover expenses such as marketing, promotion and traveling.

Baker said MSU officials are planning to visit the Chinese sponsors and reassure them of the quality of the program.

"It went viral"

A few days after the stories were published locally, a U.S.-based Chinese language newspaper Sing Dao Daily apparently picked up the stories and rewrote them into a single-page Chinese story with nine paragraphs.

Baker said he saw the Sing Dao story quickly spread from one Chinese news site to another.

"It went viral," he said.

The story is available on major general and educational news websites in China, such as China News, Netease and China International Education Online.

Translated to English, the Sing Dao story says in its first paragraph:

"The program is suspected of selling degrees, helping MSU and the middleman to profit while the Chinese students do not get a good education."

That story includes a defense of the program from MSU interim president Clif Smart, who said the program, though profitable, is not selling degrees.

The original News-Leader story also includes comments from Smart defending the program. The News-Leader story never accused the university of selling degrees.

In the translated and News-Leader stories, Smart also says the EMBA program has the same graduation requirements as the regular MBA program, despite different admission standards.

The Sing Dao story relays the financial arrangement among students, the Hong Kong agency and the university.

It reports students were surprised the Hong Kong agency got to keep half of their fees but still believed the program costs were reasonable.

MSU response

On Monday, interim MSU president Clif Smart declined a News-Leader interview request but instead issued a statement.

"(There) were notable inaccuracies in the (News-Leader) articles, and those were exacerbated when the articles were translated into Chinese and published in China," Smart wrote.

The university has never requested a correction but provided examples of alleged inaccuracies this week upon a request by the News-Leader.

For example, MSU contends the stories failed to qualify a certain statement about the number of students struggling with English, misinterpreted the program's fund balance and inaccurately reported payment in cash when money was wire transferred, the university said.

(See box with this story for a fuller explanation and the News-Leader's response.)

None of those alleged inaccuracies, however, was relayed in the Sing Dao story.

University officials also have complained the students interviewed by the News-Leader did not represent the views of the whole student body.

Since its inception in fall 2007, more than 250 Chinese students have completed the program.

In his statement, Smart defended the program.

"Missouri State's China EMBA Program is a solid program," he wrote. "Like all international programs it's not without challenges, but will continue to evolve and mature, consistent with the university's commitment to continuous improvement."

David Meinert, associate dean of the College of Business Administration and director of the China EMBA program, declined further interviews with the News-Leader.

"I agree with the university's position. I don't have new information," Meinert said.

On Wednesday, after being contacted again by the News-Leader, Baker, who oversees MSU's China programs, sent a text message to the News-Leader:

"I really don't have much to offer beyond the fact that Dave and (College of Business Administration) have a good program and that they work hard to make sure the students receive a quality education.

"They also work hard to continuously improve all of their programs," Baker said.

Area to get more than $1 million in Delta Regional Authority grants

Southeast Missourian
Sunday, October 23, 2011

The Delta Regional Authority said last week it will provide more than $1 million in grants to help fund infrastructure and entrepreneurship projects in 13 Missouri communities, including seven in Southeast Missouri. 

The Delta Regional Authority is a federal-state partnership that supports job creation by providing grants for projects in its region, which covers parts of eight states along the Mississippi River. 

* Three Rivers College will receive $200,000 to help purchase a $332,244 mobile training lab. The lab will allow the college to offer customized trainings at employers' job sites, reducing travel expenses and lost travel time. The lab is in a 44-foot trailer equipped to provide training in computer applications, engineering design, industrial electricity, industrial hydraulics, industrial motor controls, industrial pneumatics, industrial sensors and industrial programmable logic controllers. It is expected that a minimum of 400 local workers will be trained annually using the lab. 

* The "Fast Trac Growth Venture" in Jackson will receive $63,032 to provide training and support to small businesses that are about two years old, have $750,000 in annual sales and are looking to add employees. The training curriculum to be used is part of Kauffman Foundation's series aimed at small businesses. The total project cost is $84,032, and it is estimated that 118 people will be trained. 

* The Port of New Bourbon will receive $85,280 toward the $341,120 total cost to help fund the removal of existing riprap along the shoreline of the Mississippi River to create the entrance into the Port of New Bourbon, a new public port that will serve businesses in Ste. Genevieve, Perry and surrounding counties. The port is being constructed by the New Bourbon Regional Port Authority on public property owned by the Port Authority about three miles south of Ste. Genevieve. The project is estimated to create 75 jobs. 

* Levee District 12 in Poplar Bluff, Mo., will receive $163,950 to help prepare documentation necessary to meet Federal Emergency Management Agency standards to once again certify the levee as compliant. Levee District 12 in Butler County recently was classified as provisionally accredited by FEMA. For the levee district to once again be certified as compliant, the county must hire an engineering firm to provide data and documentation about the levee. The total project cost is $180,750. The project affects about 400 families. 

* Missouri Delta Ag Bioworks in Sikeston, Mo., will receive $75,000 to research new crops and processes to meet the growing demands of the global economy. The initiative will support farmer-owned, domestic and international investment projects and create jobs. The total project cost is $213,961, and it is estimated that 15 jobs will be created. 

* The JumpStarting Missouri Communities Post Flood Project in Cape Girardeau will receive $145,556 to fund the total cost of four six-week classes where the greatest needs are after this spring's severe flooding. Classes will be planned, arranged and recruited for during late 2011 and early 2012 and will be conducted from early March through mid-September 2012. It is estimated 80 people to be trained and 35 jobs will be created. 

* Cape Girardeau will receive $100,000 toward the $1 million total project cost to construct an impervious lining in Cape LaCroix Creek. The lining is intended to block water flow that escapes from the creek through ground crevices, causing sinkholes and flooding. The project is expected to help retain 165 jobs. 

Bill creates incentives for high-tech jobs

Southeast Missourian - Melissa Miller
Monday, October 24, 2011

Missouri Gov. Jay Nixon is moving forward with plans to implement a new law aimed at attracting high-tech jobs, despite a contingency clause that could make the bill invalid. 

Nixon signed Senate Bill 7 last week, creating a fund to offer incentives to companies that conduct research or make products in a variety of high-tech fields, including agricultural biotechnology, homeland security, information technology and pharmaceuticals. Tax revenue from existing biotechnology companies would be used as grants to help similar businesses get started in Missouri. Annual transfers from state revenue equal to a percentage of the growth in wages paid to employees of existing science-based companies would fund the MOSIRA program. 

The bill had been among Nixon's priorities for a special legislative session that has otherwise has failed to produce a comprehensive economic development bill as promised. 

The Missouri Science and Innovation Reinvestment Act contained a clause declaring that it cannot take effect unless a separate bill on state tax incentives for businesses also passes during the current special legislative session. That has not happened, and it does not appear likely before the special session ends. Senate President Pro Tem Rob Mayer said Friday that the chambers are at an impasse and he would end the special session this week. Contingency clauses in legislation have been voided in the past, and ultimately a court may have to determine the effect, if any, of the contingency clause in Senate Bill 7, according to a news release from the governor's office. 

* New clinic opens in Benton: SEMO Health Network will open a new clinic today in Benton, Mo. Benton Medical and Dental Center, 6724 Highway 77 E next to Dollar General, will provide medical and dental care for the residents of Scott County. The clinic will be staffed with physicians, family nurse practitioners, dentists, dental hygienists and nurses. 

Services provided include primary medical care; preventive health screenings; adult immunizations; acute care for minor illness or injury; children's care, including immunizations and well-child checks; adolescent health; geriatrics; women's health care, including family planning and annual gynecological exams; full diabetes program; on-site laboratory services; mental health/counseling referrals; translation services for non-English-speaking patients; migrant services; EKG; dietary counseling; behavioral counseling referrals; and dental care. 

Dooley Not Giving Up On China Hub

KMOX - Brian Kelly
October 24, 2011 10:30 AM

CLAYTON, Mo (KMOX)-Despite the imminent failure of the Missouri Legislature to pass China Hub legislation during its soon to conclude special session, the St. Louis County Executive isn’t ready to throw in the towel.

Charlie Dooley says the Chinese still need a midwest freight hub and there’s still no place better for it than St. Louis and Lambert Airport, “We’re going to move this thing forward, step by step. We’re not going to give up on this. It’s too important for our metropolitan area. It’s too important for jobs and opportunity.”

Senate President Pro Tem Rob Mayer plans to adjourn the special session this week.

Dooley says if there’s no last-minute deal he’ll push for new incentives in the next legislative session which begins in January.

Reprising House role, Blunt eyes leadership

Springfield News-Leader - Written by Deirdre Shesgreen, Gannett Washington Bureau
5:23 AM, Oct. 24, 2011

WASHINGTON -- Springfield Republican Roy Blunt hasn't even marked his first full year in the U.S. Senate yet, but he's already contemplating a leadership bid.

Blunt currently has his eye on the position of vice chairman of the Senate Republican Conference, a slot that would give him an insider's role in the GOP's key political and policy decisions.

For his part, Blunt said his recent maneuvers are not about gaining power or being restless. "I'm just trying to figure out where I will have the most impact," he said.

Blunt also has already put himself in the middle of the hotly contested Republican presidential race, volunteering to be White House hopeful Mitt Romney's liaison to Congress. That role makes him a player in the 2012 race and will earn him chats with Romney -- a potential boon if the former Massachusetts governor wins the White House.

If all this sounds familiar, it's no wonder. Blunt played a very similar role in the House, vying for the inside track almost as soon as he was elected in 1996.

He quickly aligned himself with then-House Majority Whip Tom DeLay, R-Texas, a move that paid off when DeLay tapped him to be his deputy whip.

And in the 2000 presidential campaign, Blunt endorsed then-Texas Gov. George W. Bush early on, serving as his political ambassador to the Hill. After Bush won, Blunt acted as a key congressional ally for the president -- rounding up votes for everything from the tax cuts to the Wall Street bailout.

Those efforts soon had folks in Washington speculating about Blunt as a possible future speaker of the House.

But such talk dimmed in 2006, when he lost a leadership race to current Speaker John Boehner, R-Ohio. Blunt's close ties to DeLay clouded the Missouri Republican's prospects at a time when the GOP was trying to shake off the campaign finance and lobbying scandals that had engulfed DeLay.

A "hard-charger"

Blunt was "part of the team that people wanted a break from," Rep. Jeff Flake, R-Ariz., said at the time. Blunt held on to his whip job for a while, but was eventually relegated to the rank-and-file before his successful 2010 Senate race.

So now that he's in the Senate, why is Blunt so quick to move toward center stage again?

"That's who he is," said Kenneth Warren, a political science professor at St. Louis University who has known Blunt for more than a decade. "He's never wanted to settle for where he was. ... He's a hard-charger."

Blunt is also, Warren added, "pretty much a party man," a rock-ribbed Republican who prefers to air any policy disputes behind closed doors. That combination of drive and party loyalty makes him well-suited for a leadership role, Warren said.

In conversations with his GOP colleagues in recent weeks, Blunt said there's a sense of disconnect between the House and the Senate. "There's a real sense that we need to understand the House better," he said, suggesting that's a task he could easily handle.

"Particularly if we get into the majority in the next Congress, there will be expectation of passing legislation that gets to the president's desk," he said. "And an understanding of the House is something that could be a helpful thing at a leadership table."

Bridging the gap

Rep. Jo Ann Emerson, R-Cape Girardeau, said she would be thrilled to see Blunt in a position that focused on repairing relations between the two chambers.

"What's really frustrating right now is the chasm between the House and the Senate," she said. Even though Boehner and Senate GOP leader Mitch McConnell "talk a lot," she said, "it's still sometimes hard to bridge the differences, and I think Roy would be a good person to do that."

Blunt understands the "culture" of the House and the personalities in that chamber, Emerson added. And despite Blunt and Boehner's leadership showdown in 2006, Emerson added, "they're very good friends."

An opportunity

Blunt stressed that he has not made any final decisions about running for Senate leadership. The opportunity opened up earlier this year when Sen. Lamar Alexander, R-Tenn., announced he would step down from his role as GOP conference chairman.

Alexander's move won't take effect until January, when Senate Republicans will hold new elections to fill his post and any vacancies created as other leaders move up the ladder.

Blunt has publicly expressed interest in the vice chair role, the No. 5 slot. Freshman Sen. Ron Johnson, a tea party favorite from Wisconsin, has also signaled he will run for that spot.

The official job description is hardly glamorous: keeping minutes of GOP conference meetings.

But that tedious-sounding task aside, the position would give Blunt a seat at the table when key decisions are being made -- whether it's shaping legislative strategy or crafting political messages. He would also have a direct line to McConnell.

Blunt acknowledged there are downsides to being in the leadership ranks. For starters, it brings heightened scrutiny from the press and harsher criticism from political opponents -- something he learned well as DeLay's deputy. Plus, there's less political wiggle room to craft bipartisan deals, such as the agreement Blunt recently worked on with Sen. Rob Portman, R-Ohio, to pave passage of three free-trade bills. Alexander, the Tennessee Republican, decided to step aside in part so he could have more political breathing room.

Bipartisan deal-making "is not totally impossible if you're in the leadership," Blunt said, but it might be more difficult.

As for the possibility of increased criticism and scrutiny that could come with a higher profile, Blunt said those things are a part of any politicians' job, regardless of rank.

"The opportunity to get things done offsets the criticism," he said. The real question, Blunt said, is whether in the Senate "you can get more done in leadership, or as an individual senator who doesn't have any obligation to the leaders."

He's still not sure what the answer to that question is. Which is why, he said, "I'm in no big rush" to decide about a leadership bid.

McCaskill to stop by Boeing to praise those who build the F/A-18 aircraft 


St. Louis Beacon - By Jo Mannies
Posted 2:03 am Mon., 10.24.11 

U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill will engage in a bit of undisguised political gamesmanship this morning when she shows up at Boeing Co.'s manufacturing plant by Lambert Field to "meet with managers and employees about the value of the F/A-18 Super Hornet and its sustainability as a major job creator in Missouri."

McCaskill, D-Mo., made no secret in her office's news release that the visit just might be linked to the Republican-led misstep in the state House earlier this month, when legislators overwhelmingly approved a resolution that called on Congress to fully fund production of the F/A-18's rival, Lockheed Martin's F-35 Joint Strike Fighter program.

The resolution also jabbed at the F/A-18, although not by name, as being an "aging and obsolete aircraft."

Republican legislative leaders contend that few were aware, until afterwards, that the resolution was a slap at the F/A-18 and the 15,000 workers in the St. Louis who help build it.

A bipartisan parade of officials -- led by Gov. Jay Nixon, a Democrat -- swiftly issued statements blasting the House's action.

Republican House leaders issued public or private apologies to Boeing, and moved within two weeks to adopt a new resolution praising the F/A-18. (Boeing also fired its longterm lobbyist in Jefferson City.)

But McCaskill -- who is running for re-election in 2012 -- is the first politician of either party to hold a post-resolution event on Boeing's turf to highlight the virtues of the F/A-18 and those who build it. (One of her Republican rivals, U.S. Rep. Todd Akin, (right) R-Wildwood, was among the politicians who issued statements critical of the House's initial pro-F-35 action.)

McCaskill sits on the Senate Armed Services Committee and pointedly notes that she -- unlike legislators in the Missouri House -- has been "an outspoken, consistent support of the F/A-18 program'' and has never been a fan of the rival F-35.

In her announcement of her visit, the senator also resurrected her earlier disparaging comments of Lockheed's F-35 that it is the "poster child of a bloated, out-of-control, over-budget, behind schedule aircraft."

McCaskill praised the state House's decision last week to pass a pro-Boeing resolution, but asserted that -- despite the GOP's portrayal of resolutions as worthless -- the original resolution could have had dangerous consequences.

She contended that it "could have helped opponents of the F/A-18 justify trying to bring an end to its production, which would cost Missouri thousands of jobs and hundreds of millions of dollars of revenue."

McCaskill's decision to stop by Boeing and highlight her support contrasts with the tensions of a couple years ago, when a top local labor leader complained publicly that the senator wasn't doing enough in Congress in support of Boeing's F/A-18 and C-17 cargo plane production lines. McCaskill sharply disagreed with the characterization. But since then, she has undeniably been more upfront about her support for Boeing.

McCaskill's latest action also underscores that she may become an even more important congressional player on behalf of Boeing, as a result of the retirement of the aircraft giant's former No. 1 cheerleader, former Sen. Christopher "Kit" Bond, (left) R-Mo.

His successor, U.S. Sen. Roy Blunt, R-Mo., hails from southwest Missouri. Blunt hasn't said much publicly about the flap over the state House's anti-Boeing resolution. But he also doesn't sit on the Armed Services Committee.

Another dynamic also may be at work. Although McCaskill now resides in Kirkwood, she spent much of her political life in Kansas City, Mo., where she has occasionally crossed political paths with Republican consultant/lobbyist Jeff Roe, who does some work for Lockheed Martin and played a role in the original House resolution.

In any case, McCaskill's visit today could pay political dividends for her -- and perhaps add to the headaches of her Republican critics, some of who may have wished they had thought of holding a pro-Boeing event first.

 Meetings on Missouri River plan begin this week

The Kansas City Star - The Associated Press
Posted on Sun, Oct. 23, 2011 04:22 PM

OMAHA, Neb. | Meetings begin this week on the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers' plan for managing the Missouri River over the next year.

The first meeting will be Monday in Omaha. Others will follow through Nov. 3 in the Dakotas, Montana, Wyoming, Iowa, Kansas and Missouri.

The series begins as river communities clean up from record flooding. The corps released massive amounts of water from the dams along the river to deal with heavy rains and above-average snow melt.

The corps' plan calls for drawing the reservoirs down enough to get rid of the floodwater collected this year, but the corps decided not to clear out any additional flood-storage space in the reservoirs beyond the usual 16.3 million acre feet of water.

Corps to discuss flooding Tuesday

St. Joseph News-Press – Marshall White
POSTED: 10:29 pm CDT October 23, 2011UPDATED: 10:30 pm CDT October 23, 2011

The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers’ commander of the Missouri River basin wants to slow down talk about increased storage in the reservoirs behind the six dams above Omaha, despite legitimate calls for the preeminence of flood control. 

Empty space in the reservoir system helps the flood control purpose, but has direct implications to the other seven authorized purposes, including recreation, fish and wildlife. And the issue needs to be considered through a public process, said Brig. Gen. John R. McMahon, Northwestern Division commander. 

“We should also be mindful that extremes on the other end of the spectrum, in the form of drought, are possible and have equally dire consequences to the authorized purposes of the system,” he said. 

Droughts may destroy crops, but they don’t eat houses and businesses like a flood does, said Lanny Frakes, a Buchanan County farmer and levee board member. 

“I’m still all about flood control,” Mr. Frakes said. “And that means fixing the levees and lowering the reservoirs.” 

Mr. Frakes and others will have the chance to meet with corps district officials on Tuesday at the Holiday Inn, Third and Felix streets. The corps will meet with the public from 1 to 4 p.m., with officials speaking at 7 p.m. on next year’s river plan. 

Another area farmer and levee board member in Holt County believes the general and the corps intend to delay or stop progress on the river. 

“Reading between the lines, it seems that he’s advocating reopening the master manual again. The last time that happened, it took more than 10 years of talk,” said Lanny Meng. 

But the general says there are non-structural opportunities — many other means to the same end that ought to be considered. 

The corps wants to see technology applied to assess the best use of floodplain lands, compatible with risk of periodic flooding. District engineers are talking about designating floodways and establishing more flood corridor easements. 

Another suggestion would pay landowners so the corps could blow levees like they did this year on the Mississippi River. 

Seeking non-structural alternatives won’t get a levee fixed, stated Tom Waters, Missouri Levee & Drainage District Association chairman. 

And not repairing a levee will likely delay the recovery of an area impacted by the flood. 

Planners in the corps want local communities and levee districts to apply new building codes, change local zoning ordinances, change existing levee alignments and exercise emergency response plans while improving levee maintenance and inspections. 

Meanwhile, the levees aren’t getting fixed, said Mr. Frakes. And that means that if there are even moderately heavy rains above or below the dams next year, there will be flooding. Without fixed levees, it could mean floods when the Missouri River rises to about 20 feet, instead of 27 feet. 

Marshall White can be reached at marshall.white@newspressnow.com.

Joplin tornado hero is denied workers comp for injuries 

St. Louis Post-Dispatch - JIM SALTER • Associated Press
Posted: Monday, October 24, 2011 12:05 am 

JOPLIN, Mo. • By all accounts, Mark Lindquist is a hero, a social worker who nearly gave his life trying to save three developmentally disabled adults from the Joplin tornado. Both houses of the Missouri Legislature honored Lindquist, the Senate resolution calling him "a true hero and inspiration to others."

But heroism doesn't pay the bills. The tornado's 200 mph wind tossed Lindquist nearly a block, broke every rib, obliterated a shoulder, knocked out most of his teeth and put him in a coma for about two months.

Lindquist's medical expenses exceed $2.5 million, and the bills keep coming. He requires 11 daily prescriptions and will need more surgery.

But he has no medical insurance. Lindquist, 51, couldn't afford it on a job paying barely above minimum wage. He assumed workers' compensation would cover his bills, but his claim was denied "based on the fact that there was no greater risk than the general public at the time you were involved in the Joplin tornado," according to a letter to Lindquist from Accident Fund Insurance Company of America, his company's workers' comp provider.

That reasoning has angered Lindquist's family, employer, even lawmakers.

"I think they need to take another look at the circumstances and revisit the claim," state Rep. Bill Lant, R-Joplin, said. "What he did went beyond heroics."

Lindquist watched the sky darken on the evening of May 22 while on his way to the group home occupied by Mark Farmer, Rick Fox and Tripp Miller, three middle-aged men with Down syndrome. Soon after he arrived, a tornado siren began to blare.

Lindquist's employer, Community Support Services, had recently put workers through a tornado drill, so Lindquist and co-worker Ryan Tackett knew what to do. Because there was no basement or shelter and the residents moved too slowly to relocate, Lindquist and Tackett placed mattresses over the men for protection, then climbed atop the mattresses for added weight.

It seemed like little more than a precaution until Lindquist heard the unmistakable roar of the twister. "I told Ryan, 'If you've ever prayed before, now is the time to do it,'" he said.

The EF-5 tornado was among the nation's worst ever. It destroyed more than 7,000 homes, including the group home, and killed 162 people.

Among the dead were Farmer, Fox and Miller, a fact that still haunts Lindquist.

"I loved them almost as much as I love my own kid," he said.

Lindquist's survival defies logic. After the storm, rescuers found Lindquist buried in rubble, impaled by a piece of metal. Large chunks of flesh were torn off. Bones from his shoulder crumbled as they placed him on a door used as a makeshift stretcher. He was later delivered to Freeman Hospital.

Meanwhile, Lindquist's sister, Linda Lindquist Baldwin, his son, 12-year-old Creed, and other relatives contacted every hospital within 100 miles of Joplin searching for him. None of the unidentified matched Lindquist's description.

His injuries were so severe that his slender, athletic body had become swollen and unrecognizable. He was in a coma. Finally, after three days, he was identified by tiny brown flecks in his hazel eyes.

Doctors told Baldwin that if Lindquist survived, it likely would be in a vegetative state. Even in a best-case scenario, he likely would be blind in one eye, never regain use of his right arm and never speak or think normally, she was told.

Things got worse. Debris that got into the open sores caused a fungal infection, one that killed five other Joplin tornado victims. Lindquist overcame the fungus but remained at Freeman until June 16. Still in a coma, he was flown to a hospital in Columbia, Mo., for a little over a month before being sent to a rehab center in Mount Vernon, Mo., where he awakened.

Lindquist's recovery amazed doctors. His right arm remains in a sling, but he has use of the hand. The eye that was temporarily blinded has full sight. He moves slowly and has short-term memory loss, but speaks well.

Baldwin said the insurance company's decision is unfathomable because if her brother hadn't been at work, he wouldn't have been hurt. He also could have jumped in his van and driven away from the group home as the tornado approached.

Lindquist said that thought never crossed his mind.

"I could have abandoned them to save myself, but I would never do that," he said.

Jahn Hurn, CEO of Community Support Services, said the agency has asked Accident Fund Insurance to reconsider Lindquist's case. Insurance company spokeswoman Stepheni Schlinker said she could not discuss an individual claim or whether the company would reconsider.

Lindquist also could seek relief through the Missouri Division of Workers Compensation but has not done so because he is weighing legal options and still dealing with health issues, Baldwin said.

Amy Susan, a spokeswoman for the division, said the state could help facilitate settlement talks with the insurance company, or Lindquist could ask an administrative law judge to hear the case. That judge would decide if the company should pay the claim.

Susan said that 132 workers' compensation claims were filed after the tornado. Only eight were denied by insurance companies.

Since word of Lindquist's plight spread, people around Joplin have pitched in, donating a few hundred dollars. Baldwin said her brother was touched by the kindness, even if it barely paid for the prescriptions, much less the medical costs.

Despite lingering pain, financial strain and uncertainty about whether he'll work again, Lindquist sees good things happening in his life.

Earlier this year, he was contacted by Carolyn Stephenson Mckinlay. They met 31 years ago in her Montana hometown, where he was helping to build a water tower. He was 21, she was 16. After a brief courtship they parted ways. Both married others, then divorced.

Mckinlay found Lindquist on Facebook earlier this year, and the two decided to meet in Joplin. The tornado hit first, but Mckinlay still came. He proposed in August, and they plan to wed.

All things considered, Lindquist said he's a lucky man. "I'm a walking miracle," he said.

ANALYSIS: Missouri special session reveals GOP rifts

Columbia Missourian - BY DAVID A. LIEB/The Associated Press
Sunday, October 23, 2011 | 5:24 p.m. CDT; updated 7:38 p.m. CDT, Sunday, October 23, 2011 

 JEFFERSON CITY — Missouri's largest Republican legislative majority in generations began its rein almost a year ago with a tie vote on who should be captain of the Senate.

So perhaps it was fitting that the Senate effectively closed out a special legislative session this past week on a tie vote — unable to agree on whether to repeal Missouri's presidential primary or even when it should be held.

Thus is the state of the Republican Party at the Missouri Capitol.

Despite having more than enough members in the House and Senate to pass anything the party desires, Republicans did not pass much of anything during a special legislative session that began Sept. 6 and is now nearing its end.

They failed to pass a business incentive bill at the heart of the special session, even though GOP House and Senate leaders traveled the state this summer proclaiming they had an agreement to spur job creation. They failed to pass property tax relief for businesses hit by the Joplin tornado. They failed to pass a bill granting St. Louis greater control over its police force. They failed to pass an amnesty period intended to spur overdue taxpayers to finally pay up. And they failed to adjust Missouri's presidential primary, despite pleadings to do so from state and national Republican Party leaders.

"Don't ever tell the public that we do good work over here because this is bizarre," Sen. Kevin Engler, R-Farmington, said in frustration after the Senate deadlocked on what to do about the presidential primary. "I don't know what we're trying to prove, but we're not getting it done."

For Engler, the frustration is double, because he had been in line to become the Senate president pro tem until an intraparty revolt among conservatives led Sen. Rob Mayer, R-Dexter, to challenge Engler for the top spot last fall. They tied repeatedly in a series of votes taken in a closed-door caucus two days after the Republicans' resounding victories in the Nov. 2, 2010, elections. Eventually, Mayer won by a casting of lots.

Flash forward to July, when Mayer joined House Speaker Steven Tilley, R-Perryville, on a cross-state tour touting a deal on an economic development bill and urging Democratic Gov. Jay Nixon to call lawmakers into special session to pass it. The Republican leaders were so confident that they even suggested they were prepared to call themselves into special session if Nixon would not do so.

The governor obliged. But it quickly became apparent there was no consensus among Republicans. The Senate pared back the proposed tax credits targeting exports at the St. Louis airport and added a consolidation of existing tax credits backed by Nixon. The House balked at that and eventually passed its own, substantially different bill that also broke the terms of the mid-summer agreement. The Senate said no to the House version. Then after declaring irreconcilable differences, Mayer said this past week that there was no need to even try to negotiate with the House anymore.

Then the accusations intensified. Tilley said he had been lied to by Mayer. And Mayer accused House leaders of doing the bidding of a few developers by refusing to allow expiration dates to be placed on tax credits for the construction of low-income housing and the renovation of historic buildings.

As they departed the Capitol, the one thing that Republican lawmakers could agree upon is that they were frustrated by their failures.

Republicans hold a 26-8 majority over Democrats in the Senate and a 105-54 majority in the House with four vacancies. It's their largest Senate majority since at least the Civil War era and their largest proportion of House seats since 1929.

"When you're in historic majorities, you're expecting that you're going to get done what you want to get done," said freshman Rep. Thomas Long, R-Battlefield. He later added: "You don't expect to be tied up within your own party."

The disillusionment is just as strong for veteran lawmakers as it is for newcomers.

"We can't play on the same playground, can we?" said Rep. Dwight Scharnhorst, R-Manchester, now in his sixth year at the Capitol. "I am frustrated. I am probably going to squander a major part of my career here not able to pass the kind of legislation we should be passing."

Missouri Republican Party Executive Director Lloyd Smith acknowledges Republicans bear some blame for the Capitol gridlock, but he says the Democratic governor also could have exerted more leadership during the Legislature's regular session this spring, averting the need for a special session. Smith calls Nixon "basically a spectator governor."

In some regards, the Republicans' current divisions are a result of their electoral successes. When majorities grow large, it is natural for factions to develop within them.

Doyle Childers, a lobbyist who served for 22 years as a Republican lawmaker before being forced out by term limits, recalls that the roles were reversed when he arrived as a House freshman in 1983. Democrats then held a 110-53 majority over Republicans and at times were divided among themselves.

"When you have a large majority, you have a lot of different components of it," with people coming from rural, suburban and urban areas, Childers said. "So you have a lot of different ideas, a lot of different concepts, and all of that tends to create controversy in a group."

Perhaps if the Republican majorities were smaller they might be more unified and effective at passing legislation. But that would certainly make for an odd political twist — a party seeking to lose a few elections in order to better advance its agenda.

Mo. special session tab reaches nearly $280,000

KFVS
Posted: Oct 24, 2011 5:15 AM CDT Updated: Oct 24, 2011 10:01 AM CDT 

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) - The tab for Missouri's special legislative session has reached nearly $280,000.

The special session began Sept. 6. It's expected to come to an end soon without passage of its marquee issue - overhauling the state's business incentives.

The House and Senate have not met daily during the past two months, convening instead only on certain days to try to hold down the costs.

Figures from the 159-seat House show members have racked up more than $233,000 in per diem and mileage expenses.

The 34-member Senate has incurred more than $46,000 of expenses for per diem, mileage and staff costs.

Missouri lawmakers, state school board at odds over federal money for preschools 


St. Louis Beacon - By Dale Singer 
Posted 8:10 pm Sun., 10.23.11 

Because the Missouri state Board of Education decided to apply for $60 million for early childhood education from Washington, schools in the state could lose money from Jefferson City.

At issue is a dispute with members of the legislature who told education officials not to seek the grant from Washington because they had made it clear they did not like one of the main conditions Missouri would have to meet to get it -- set up a rating system for preschools. The state board ignored the pointed advice and voted earlier this month to apply for the money, part of the federal Race to the Top Early Learning Challenge.

For several years, efforts to establish a quality rating system for preschools in Missouri have met with opposition in the legislature. Because such a system is a key element in the application for the federal grant, the decision by the state school board to apply for the money is viewed as a challenge to the legislature's authority by state Sen. Jane Cunningham, R-Chesterfield.

"It's the legislature's job to set policy," Cunningham said. "It's the administration's job to enforce policy and implement it. What they would be using the money for something the people's representatives oppose, because we realize it hurts choices for children."

Cunningham was particularly critical of Kathy Thornburg, who has two half-time jobs that have figured directly into the dispute -- as assistant commissioner for early learning in the Department of Elementary and Secondary Education and as director of the Center for Family Policy and Research at the University of Missouri at Columbia.

Cunningham complains that Thornburg has a conflict of interest because in her role with the state, she is trying to impose on preschools a program she helped develop in her role with the university. But Thornburg says she has been cleared of any possible conflict of interest, and both of her positions are dedicated to make sure that young children have the best possible preschools to give them a head start toward a good education.

Besides, she said, the rating system that is part of the state's application for the federal grant was put together by a lot more people than just her.

"It's not the Kathy Thornburg system," she said. "It's the state committee's system. We got input from everybody. It's a very collaborative grant. I basically was just trying to herd the cats."

Preschoolers race to the top

Missouri was among 35 states, including Illinois, that submitted applications by the mid-October deadline for a share of $500 million in the federal Race to the Top Early Learning Challeng, administered jointly by the Departments of Education and Health.

The official description of the program said the winners will be those states that meet three basic criteria:

Increase the number and percentage of low-income and disadvantaged children in each age group of infants, toddlers and preschoolers who are enrolled in high-quality early learning programs;

Design and implement an integrated system of high-quality early learning programs and services;

Ensure that any use of assessments conforms with the recommendations of the National Research Council's reports on early childhood.

Missouri's application -- all 158 pages -- is similarly a collaborative effort, with the Department of Elementary and Secondary Education taking a lead role in working with the departments of health, mental health, and social services, the Coordinating Board for Early Childhood and the Missouri Head Start-State Collaboration Office.

At this month's meeting of the state board of education, Thornburg said the goals of the federal program, and the features of the state grant, both are aligned with one of the key parts of Missouri's "Top 10 by 20" initiative, to make sure that all Missouri children enter kindergarten prepared to be successful in school.

A central component to the state plan is creation of a quality rating and improvement system that is designed to improve preschool education in Missouri by drawing up standards; monitoring how well preschools meet the standards; devising ways that schools that are lagging behind can catch up; and informing parents how well schools are performing.

Thornburg, who has been a key player in the development of the plan, said it is part of a similar movement among preschools and states nationwide.

"We wanted to have a valid, reliable assessment tool on where the programs stood as far as quality," she said, "but more important we wanted to be able to say to schools that if you have a two-star program, what is the feedback we can give so you can improve to be a three-star program. The end goal is what's good for the children."

Opposition in the legislature

That kind of program may sound non-controversial, but it didn't prove to be during discussions in the General Assembly.

Cunningham said that for several years, efforts to enact a rating system for preschools in Missouri were debated in both the House and Senate, but the two chambers could never agree on what such a system should include. In the last two years, she said, the issue gained no traction at all.

Her main objection, she said, was that the plans tried to impose a "government-directed, one-size-fits-all state preschool system" on schools that didn't want one. The idea was particularly unpopular with non-public preschools, Cunningham said, whether they are religious or secular.

Because of Thornburg's dual roles at DESE and at Mizzou, Cunningham said, some schools felt pressure to accept a plan that she had helped create as an educator and was trying to push as an administrator.

"We're hearing across the state from preschool directors that their programs do not fit her evaluation system," Cunningham said. "It doesn't work for them, and they made it clear they are afraid to speak up publicly because she has authority over them. They are afraid of her, and they don't trust her."

If the plan were to be put into place, she added, children would be the losers.

"If they don't submit to her one-size-fits-all plan," Cunningham said, "then when money or whatever vouchers become available to give to income-eligible families to choose a preschool, they won't have a choice. It dramatically reduces the choices for low-income people."

Cunningham also said that she feels that the state board of education is overstepping its authority by moving ahead when she and other lawmakers sent them a letter that they should "cease and desist from taking any further action on the application for the Early Learning Challenge Fund or applying for grants from any other source that requires an early childhood quality rating system."

Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder sent a similar letter, saying that for the state board to proceed "would go directly against the expressed will of the General Assembly and show a complete disregard for Missouri's legislative process."

Board goes ahead

That opposition didn't stop the board from proceeding. It discussed the issue in September, with all members but one -- Deborah Demien from Wentzville -- voting to proceed with the application. At its October meeting, it approved the application with little discussion.

Earlier this month, before the latest vote, Chris Nicastro, commissioner of elementary and secondary education, and Peter Herschend of Branson, president of the state school board, wrote to Kinder and to the legislators that "as always we respect your guidance and your governance role" but added that they felt it "is in the best interest of Missouri's schoolchildren to move forward and submit the application."

The letter concluded:

"We know you share our passion for doing what's best to ensure the success of all Missouri's children. We welcome continued dialogue."

What happens now?

There hasn't been any more dialogue between the board and the opponents to the grant application since the vote. The federal grants are set to be awarded by the end of the year. But beyond that, the issue isn't about to go away.

When Cunningham was asked why it would be so bad for Missouri to have $60 million to improve preschool education, she replied:

"Spending money on a bad thing is worse than spending no money at all."

Speaking of money, did she plan to try and punish DESE by withholding appropriations in next year's legislative session? She said she couldn't speak for all 34 senators and 163 representatives, adding:

"I did talk to Commissioner Nicastro and let her know that this is a very dangerous area we're walking into, because I know how legislators feel when they are being defied. I'm not going to predict what might happen. That's for 197 of us to decide."

As for Thornburg, she hopes the state wins the money because it will be the kind of grant that has long-lasting implications for young Missourians.

"It's not just something that will serve more children for four years, then all of a sudden we'll have to close down because the money is gone," she said. "The money is to build the system."

That system, she added, will help children and parents by letting them know who is doing the best job of teaching.

"We give millions of dollars to programs," Thornburg said, "and there is no accountability structure set up for what we are paying for. On one hand, people are saying we need accountability, that we want to make sure our children are in high-quality programs. Others are saying we have no reason to be in this business."

Thornburg said she has not talked with Cunningham about the issue -- or about her alleged conflict of interest -- but would welcome the opportunity. What she hasn't welcomed are the implications that she is somehow doing something wrong, when all she is trying to accomplish is what she has worked for over a career of more than 40 years.

"My heart and my mind have always been just focused on improving the quality of programs for young children," she said. "I would be disappointed if there was some punitive measure related to initiative in trying to help young children.

"I'm not going to say it's been fun or nice. What has really taken a toll is getting the grant in. We've all put our heart and soul into it, seven days a week. I'm pretty determined and continuing to work for what is best for kids. I know some things being said aren't true. But I just continue to work for what my life's work has been. I'm OK. I'm OK."

Right to Life blasts passage of MOSIRA 


St. Louis Beacon - By Jo Mannies
Posted 2:42 am Mon., 10.24.11 

Missouri Right to Life, the state's largest anti-abortion group, has sharply criticized Gov. Jay Nixon and the Missouri General Assembly for the creation of the new Missouri Science Innovation and Reinvestment Act, commonly known as MOSIRA.

Right to Life state president Pam Fichter contends that the new law, which sets up tax incentives to attract firms involved in scientific research, also will encourage some forms of research -- notably, embryonic stem-cell research -- that abortion critics oppose.

Abortion opponents have blocked MOSIRA legislation for years. However, the General Assembly did pass the measure during the special session; Republican leaders say there are adequate restrictions already in place to prevent the type of research that Right to Life opposes.

Fichter doesn't buy it.

In a statement, she said that Right to Life is "profoundly disappointed in the action'' of Nixon and legislators.

"MOSIRA sets up a fund, channeled through the state budget, to be administered by the pro-cloning Missouri Technology Corporation, to provide state money and/or tax incentives for new technology businesses, including businesses engaged in human life sciences research," she said.

"Missouri Right to Life sought to add language to this legislation that would effectively prevent any MOSIRA funds from being used for unethical research. Sadly, neither the Missouri Legislature nor Governor Nixon valued the concerns of pro-life Missourians who have always opposed public funding for human cloning or embryonic stem cell research."

First-time candidate sets stage to give seasoned politicians a run for Senate

SEMO Times - By Tim Krakowiak
Friday, October 21st, 2011 

Two Poplar Bluff natives have dropped out of the Senate race, clearing the way for another local candidate who has proven his commitment to a first run at office, raising $180,000 in just over a month.

Having celebrated his 40th year as a self-made businessman this summer, Doug Libla, co-owner of Mid Continent Nail Corp., is grooming his successor for his position at the manufacturing plant, in hopes of filling the seat of Senate President Pro Tem Rob Mayer, who is terming out in 2012.

But first Libla must vie in the Republican primary against state Rep. Billy Pat Wright out of Dexter, who is completing his fourth two-year term in the House. The victor will face the only Democrat thus far who has announced his candidacy for the 25th District next November, Rep. Terry Swinger of Caruthersville, also serving his final term.

“I’m at a point in my career where I’ve been such a critic of politics for 20, 30 years, I’m ready for public service,” said Libla, who was born in Greenville and resides in Poplar Bluff. “The direction of our state and federal government is stunting the growth of our young people, killing the American dream, and I feel compelled to step out and put 100 percent of my effort into representing the 25th District and all it entails.”

TRADE WAR

One of the largest manufacturers of nails in the United States, Mid Continent has been on the frontlines of the trade war against China, having won a lawsuit in 2008 through the U.S. International Trade Commission that required the Commerce Department to impose a tariff on Chinese companies “dumping” cheaply made nails in our country in an attempt to kill competition.

While the family owned business spent more than $1 million to win the unfair trade case, the nails kept coming in, so Mid Continent invested another $75,000 to hire a private detective who discovered that Chinese manufacturers were simply exporting their nails through Korea and Taiwan to avoid paying the duties, according to the St. Louis Post-Dispatch.

“We’ve lost several domestic competitors over the last 10 years because they couldn’t compete with the government of China, where they don’t have to pay workers comp, [provide] benefits and decent salaries,” Libla pointed out.

Before he announced his candidacy Aug. 22 in the SEMO Times, Libla said he spent time in Jefferson City visiting each chamber, meeting legislators and doing his “due diligence.” His strength, he said, will be his “negotiation skills on both sides of the aisle” and he is not looking to “garner the spotlight.”

“This isn’t part-time work; it’s a tremendous responsibility that should not be taken lightly,” Libla said. “I’ve traveled all over the country, and have seen big employers taxed to death, so I do think I can make a difference, getting in there with other like-minded senators and reps, making Missouri a more business-friendly state, and improving our self-perception.”

Libla has received large campaign donations from regional business leaders of varying backgrounds, not surprisingly including the medical community, which is poised for major growth.

Last month, Libla flew community members to the state Capitol in his company airplane for Poplar Bluff Regional Medical Center’s relocation hearing on its $173 million replacement hospital, which broke ground Oct. 6. One member of the Missouri Health Facilities Review Committee said the overpowering in-person support is what led to her approval.

Libla has already opened a very visible office in the heart of Poplar Bluff’s retail district at Mansion Mall, which he said he would staff full time in January. He also plans to organize policy advisory teams representing multiple groups of constituents including agriculture, education, health care, industry, municipality and senior citizens.

“It’s important to me to keep up with everybody’s needs, because you can’t know everything,” Libla said. “I feel like we’ve lost the way to what we’re trying to get accomplished within government in the state of Missouri.”

A key to Libla’s early success in fundraising has been his committed campaign team, led by treasurer Herman Styles Jr., a successful businessman who co-owns Colton’s Steak House & Grill in Poplar Bluff, as well as restaurants in Farmington, Jefferson City, Sedalia and Springfield, with more expansion plans slated for next year.

“I’m at the tail end of my career—no more seven-day work weeks for me—so I’m helping Doug contact people for money and votes, or both,” Styles commented. “We’re all enthusiastic, running around like a bunch of 18 year olds.”

This is Styles’ first time being heavily involved in a political campaign, he noted, and he is not alone. Deputy campaign treasurer Brent Davis, who had a 31-year career with the Missouri State Highway Patrol, and now conducts compliance training for Gamma HealthCare, explained how he admires what Libla stands for.

“Doug won’t be bought,” Davis stated. He recalled in the mid-1970s meeting Libla through the businessman’s lead role with the Missouri Association of State Troopers Emergency Relief Society, which provides funeral expenses for fallen troopers killed in the line of duty, and guarantees a college education for any surviving children.

‘SETTING THE TABLE’

Publicly endorsing Libla a month ago, Jeff Shawan, a leader of Poplar Bluff’s nonprofit sector, announced in March he was running for the senatorial seat, but since then he has gracefully bowed out.

Shawan described how he was involved in Rep. Todd Richardson’s successful campaign last year for District 154, and was working to find a business-oriented candidate for Mayer’s seat, originally concluding he would enter the political arena himself.

“Why I got out really came down the reason why I got into the race—I thought it would be counterproductive to compete against someone with very similar Conservative views as me, thereby splitting the Butler County vote and setting the table for what I would consider a Jefferson City insider going back to office,” Shawan said. “Billy Pat Wright and Terry Swinger both had good runs—no disrespect to them—but it’s my belief with the recession in our economy that we need representation from the business sector to streamline what I consider to be an overreach of the government, both on the federal and state levels.”

The first Poplar Bluff candidate to announce his intent to file was Gayle Kingery, Richardson’s eight-year predecessor, who dropped out of the Senate race in June. Unlike Shawan, Kingery said he would not endorse a candidate until after the primary in September.

“I got to thinking, at my tender age, which is 72, that ‘Hey, I probably got another 10 good years in me of traveling and enjoying the country and my grandkids,’” Kingery said. “I certainly will miss the public service. For what it’s worth, I was told I was the candidate to beat.”

Having just returned from a trip to Colorado earlier this month, Kingery said he has not followed who is running at this early stage, but when asked, admitted his initial thought was that it would be nice to bring the seven-county senatorial seat to Poplar Bluff.

“Poplar Bluff is the largest community in the 25th District, and we have the infrastructure in place with Highways 60 and 67 divided, to put us on the map to be the capital of Southeast Missouri,” Kingery said. “Having the seat here would be a good thing, but it doesn’t necessarily have to be, as we were well served from Dexter for eight years by Rob Mayer, who I will continue to support in whatever he does.”

State Asking County, City to Work Together for Small Districts 

Washington Missourian - By Evin Fritschle
Posted: Saturday, October 22, 2011 2:00 pm | Updated: 1:57 pm, Fri Oct 21, 2011. 

The county’s top elected official Friday said the city of Pacific has an opportunity to be a “white knight” for several small sewer districts in unincorporated parts of the county.

Presiding Commissioner John Griesheimer said in a telephone interview that he hopes the city will consider helping the Gray Summit and Beauty View Acres sewer districts.

 “Pacific could be the white knight. That’d be great for everybody,” Griesheimer said, “if they’d do the right thing and come in and rescue them.”

Pacific Mayor Herb Adams responded to a previous article in The Missourian which called out the city for refusing to allow the other sewer districts to tap into the county-owned Brush Creek.

Adams said Griesheimer was trying to embarrass him “into doing what is not in the interest of our city.”

Griesheimer responded Friday, saying he and others tried to negotiate with the city, including on a stipulation to allow the city to go into sewer district territory and shut off customers who are knowingly contributing pollutants into the lines.

“Pacific wanted to inexplicably go in and do whatever they wanted. We tried to work out an agreement but we could never get that done,” Griesheimer said. “They wanted carte blanche.”

The city treats all of the effluent for the sewer district.

Pacific has an agreement with the Brush Creek Sewer District to treat 200,000 gallons of wastewater per day, but Brush Creek is in violation of the agreement by exceeding the 200,000 gallons, Adams said.

Adams said the county hasn’t fixed infiltration issues, which have caused the daily flow to exceed the contracted amount.

Griesheimer said the Gray Summit district, which has about 100 homes, generates about 20,000 gallons of sewage a day.

He said the city is designated a 208 treatment facility by the state department of natural resources, requiring it to take on flow from smaller systems in the event of system failures.

Both Beauty View and Gray Summit have been cited by the state for treatment violations, but neither district has a large enough customer base to do major repairs while maintaining rates that can be afforded by customers, Griesheimer said.

“The right thing to do is for the city to reach out a helping hand,” he said. “That’s what the mayor needs to do instead of drawing lines in the sand.”

Adams admitted to having metaphorically drawn a line, saying no one can force the city to do anything it isn’t legally obligated to do.

Griesheimer said the city’s issues with Brush Creek and Public Water Supply District No. 3, which is contracting with the county to operate Brush Creek, shouldn’t impact its decision.

“The saying that it is easier to draw flies with honey (rather) than raw sewage applies in this situation,” he said.

Adams said Griesheimer was trying to make everyone believe “Pacific is the problem but it isn’t.”

He said the city would be taking on risks by accepting the problems of the smaller sewer districts.

DNR Asks for Help

John Madras, DNR water protection director, has asked county and city officials to come together to help the Gray Summit Sewer District and others.

“We believe the development and implementation of a regional wastewater collection and treatment system can have a very positive impact economically and environmentally on all of the communities in this area,” Madras said in a letter to Griesheimer, Adams and others dated Oct. 7.

In March, Gray Summit agreed with the state to eliminate its discharge and connect to the wastewater collection and treatment system serving Pacific through Brush Creek or upgrade its existing wastewater lagoon to comply with permit limitations.

“Since the city was not able to purchase the wastewater collection system serving Brush Creek and it appears that all stakeholders are not able to reach an agreement, then Gray Summit will not be able to connect to the city through Brush Creek,” Madras wrote.

Griesheimer said the county has been trying to sell Brush Creek to the city for years, but it seems as though the city isn’t interested.

“The mayor can say I’m not a leader or call me any kind of names he wants, but I’ve been selling cars longer than he has,” Griesheimer said, eluding to his previous career as a car salesman, and Adams’ current full-time career. “I can tell when I’m being jerked around.”

Gray Summit has until the end of the year to submit an engineering report evaluating the current lagoon condition and recommending upgrades.

“According to Gray Summit’s engineer, upgrading or replacing the lagoon is not the most cost-effective, long-term solution for residents,” Madras said.

If the sewer district can’t tap into Brush Creek, it likely will be sued by the state attorney general for breaching the terms of its March settlement agreement, he said.

“(DNR) is concerned that the lack of cooperation between parties may eliminate the opportunity for the small community of Gray Summit to achieve the cost effective solution,” Madras said. “This situation could benefit greatly if local parties would coordinate and cooperate with each other.”

Griesheimer agreed.

“There needs to be some detente here,” he said. “I hope cooler heads prevail.

“We stand ready to work with Pacific and any other city on any issue, but the egos need to be checked at the door,” Griesheimer said.

He also dismissed any notion that the county opposes annexation.

“We have no qualms with anyone annexing anywhere, but it better be done according to the law,” Griesheimer said.

Adams previously said the only way Gray Summit sewer customers would be brought into the city’s system is if the area was annexed in to the city.

Griesheimer said that would require a noncontiguous, and therefore illegal, annexation.

Griesheimer said Adams was right in stating that rate increases are inevitable for Brush Creek customers.

He said the city has raised the rates for treating the sewer district’s sewage, but the district hasn’t raised customer’s rates.

“We absorbed those costs,” Griesheimer said.

PWSD No. 3 officials and county officials previously discussed the likelihood of raising those rates once the water district begins operating Brush Creek.

Account exec says he will run for Cape's Ward 3 council seat

Southeast Missourian - By Scott Moyers 
Monday, October 24, 2011

Trent Summers, the man who helped persuade voters last year to endorse Isle of Capri's new casino, announced his intention Sunday to run for the Cape Girardeau City Council seat being vacated next year by the one council member who opposed it. 

Summers, 32, said Sunday he will officially file Tuesday -- the day the filing period opens -- for Debra Tracy's Ward 3 seat in the April 3 election. Working from a voter registry, Summers said, he had already gathered more than the 50 required signatures from those within the central-city ward. 

Summers joins council incumbents Loretta Schneider and Mark Lanzotti, who are seeking to retain their respective Ward 4 and 5 seats. 

"With Mrs. Tracy's decision to not seek re-election, there is a need for someone from the community to come forward and serve," Summers said. "I believe that I can use my background in government and the private sector to effectively contribute to continued growth and improvement for our city and skillfully represent my neighbors of the third ward." 

Summers is an account executive at Red Letter Communications and was the chairman of the Yes for Gaming campaign committee. He is also the husband of Cape Girardeau County Clerk Kara Clark Summers. 

Tracy, who did not return calls Sunday seeking comment, decided not to run again even though she was eligible. Tracy, an administrative assistant for the Cape Girardeau School District, has said she faces time constraints now that she has taken a second job as the pastor of a church in Poplar Bluff, Mo. 

Summers is an ardent casino supporter, and his boss, Jim Riley, was one of the downtown property owners who sold land to Isle of Capri for its $125 million facility. Tracy, meanwhile, was the most vocal casino opponent last year, worrying about negative effects such as litter and increased crime. 

But Summers said he respects Tracy and that any philosophical differences they have wasn't a factor in his decision to run. 

"I haven't gone through all of her votes, but from what I know and have seen, we disagreed on that one issue and we did it very respectfully," Summers said. "Deb took a principled stand, and I respect that." 

Summers said he received a "tremendous amount" of support and encouragement as he went door to door to gather the signatures, though he did hear from a few Ward 3 residents who told him that they had opposed the casino. 

But Summers thinks he can serve his constituents well, saying he favors smaller government while keeping an eye to the practical. Summers said he doesn't have a set agenda or a "preset list" of issues. 

"I just see a need for service, and I'm looking to learn a lot between now and the election," he said. 

Summers is a 1997 graduate of Notre Dame Regional High School and holds a bachelor's from Rockhurst University in Kansas City, where he studied history and English. He has worked as assistant commissioner of administration for the state of Missouri and as director of environmental and regulatory affairs for the Missouri Chamber of Commerce and Industry. 

He also worked for Matt Blunt as a policy adviser when Blunt was governor and as an elections specialist when Blunt was secretary of state. Summers also worked for a year as a field representative for Sen. John Ashcroft a decade ago. 

"I have a good working knowledge of how government works at the state and local level," Summers said. "At the same time, I think I bring fresh perspective to the issues." 

If his signatures are validated, Summers announcement Sunday means that there will be at least one candidate for each council ward that is up for election, including Wards 4 and 5. 

Council petitions had been available since Oct. 3 and, until Friday, only Schneider and Lanzotti -- who represent Ward 4 and 5, respectively -- had announced their candidacies and picked up petitions. 

While Summers announcements erases a worry about not having a Ward 3 candidate at all, if the election picture doesn't change, it means voters who live in one of these three wards won't have much choice when election day rolls around. All three races will be uncontested without any other candidates. 

Mayor Harry Rediger rejected the suggestion that the number of candidates is an indicator of little public interest to run for city council. 

"I still think it's early," Rediger said last week, before Summers' announcement. "I don't think people realize it's happening yet. There hasn't been enough word out to gather people's interest on it." 

Candidates have until the Nov. 22 filing deadline to turn in petitions.

Support services allow older residents to age at home 

St. Louis Beacon - By Robert Joiner 
Posted 8:18 pm Sun., 10.23.11 

At age 85, Bess Garland believes that lots of varied activities are the key to maintaining a healthy body and a keen mind.

"I need to be active and I need to have my mind alert," she says. "Otherwise, I get extremely bored."

She has no space to fit boredom into her life these days. She's too busy meeting and interacting with people through fitness classes, lectures, concerts, an occasional "coffee concert" by a St. Louis Symphony violinist, shopping at Soulard, visiting museums and wineries and -- she hasn't tried this yet -- dancing with a pro.

Such events are offered to Garland because she lives within what's known as a naturally occurring retirement community or NORC for short. It's a physical space in which seniors 65 and older are given access to a range of services and activities that ultimately keep them fit enough to age gracefully in their homes, as one observer puts it.

She came to the United States from Canada when she was in her 40s after her late husband, a pharmacist and choir director, took a job here. His death in 1998 left a void in her life, filled at first by children and grandchildren, she says. But NORC has shown her that interacting with peers can be equally uplifting.

In addition to the social and health activities, Garland can count on volunteers, some of them other NORC members, to help her with a range of minor chores around the house. These might include installing a grab bar to prevent falls in the bathroom or providing a reacher to retrieve an item from a kitchen cabinet or even help with using Facebook and other social media so she can interact in new ways with family and friends.

Aging in place

The St. Louis NORC, located in the Jewish Federation of St. Louis complex near Schuetz and Lindbergh, was one of a handful of similar programs set up across the nation in 2002 through grants from the Administration on Aging. The local program became a public-private collaboration between the Jewish Federation of St. Louis and Washington University's Center for Aging. It initially served residents over age 65 in a one-square mile area bounded roughly by North Lindbergh on the east, Olive on the south, Schuetz on the north and Barre Haven and Willow Brook drives on the west. The boundaries have since expanded another two miles, stretching westward to Craig Road and allowing NORC to serve about 1,600 people over 65.

At the start, Washington University's research in the one-square-mile area showed needs for fitness activities, transportation, minor home repairs and, most of all, a sense of community, says Karen Berry Elbert, NORC's manager.

"People didn't know who lived next door or down the hall or in the next building," she says. "It was a very fragmented community, so we knew our first priority would have to be re-creating a sense of community. We set out to help people connect with their neighbors."

These connections are important for the well-being of seniors, she says.

"One of the cornerstones of what we do is the socialization piece. Keeping people mentally happy, socially engaged are things that keep their physical health intact. We're touching people's lives and helping them live longer."

Elbert says the program and its many activities speak to the desire of seniors to stay in their homes as long as they can, allowing them to "maintain their independence and live a dignified, high quality of life."

Based on data from nearly 1,200 of NORC's 1,600 members, Elbert says 123 are between the ages of 65 and 69; 443 are between 70 to 79; 468 are between 80 and 89; 117 are between 90 to 99, and four are 100 or older.

NORC is also about seniors providing services to the larger community, says Garland, the NORC member. She mentions a local Jewish group's drive to provide back-to-school supplies to needy children. A NORC member's granddaughter, who chaired the Back to School Store project, noticed that children under school age would leave the event with nothing. The granddaughter came up with the idea of NORC participants making 200 dolls to hand out to the youngsters. Garland was part of the knitting group that made the dolls.

"The siblings were very sad because they were not in school and didn't walk away with clothing and backpacks," Garland recalls. "Our knitting group got together to make the dolls. I was glad to do that because NORC isn't just about receiving but giving to others."

She also recalls little moments when others have stepped in to help and brighten her own life. Some of her family memories are captured on old home movies that had become grainy and difficult to watch. A computer savvy NORC member not only "cleaned up" the movies but "put some music in the background."

She says, "It made me cry because of the memories and the pleasure I got from being able to watch these movies about anniversaries and birthdays again."

Less expensive alternative to nursing homes

NORC, and groups like it, may become increasingly important to accommodate the needs and desires of an aging U.S. population. Roughly 40 million Americans are 65 and older, representing more than 13 percent of the total population. That number is expected to double in three decades. Ordinarily, that would mean more spending on health care and nursing homes, but Berry says some of that cost could be offset through programs like NORC.

A semi-private room in a nursing home costs about $47,000 a year, she notes. The annual cost of serving the 1,600 seniors in NORC is $395 a participant. A NORC membership costs only $30 because it is subsidized through donations. Elbert isn't suggesting that NORC prevents health and nursing home care for the elderly, but that exercise and social programs by NORC tend to help people live longer in their homes and reduce the need for nursing home care. The nursing home placement rates of St. Louis NORC members is 2 percent, compared to a state average of 4.8 percent and a national average of 4.5 percent. Elbert says the numbers demonstrate the value of allowing seniors to "age in place."

She also views NORC's health-focused activities as a way of helping reduce or avoiding some of the costs associated with falls, heart disease and stroke, common among the elderly. In addition, she says the program makes seniors more aware of community resources and services that can help them, promotes volunteering among seniors, and gives them positive perceptions about health, aging and living in a community among other older adults.

While acknowledging that physical services, such as sending a meal on wheels, are obviously important to people who cannot get out, she argues that "socialization makes a difference because it helps people age with grace and dignity."

She says she leaves work daily feeling good about the services the group provides.

"I know we are helping people live their dream of not having to move out of their homes. I think most of them would like to die where they are."

MISSOURINET
Corps assessing Missouri River Basin levees after declaring 2011 flood ‘over’ (AUDIO)

By Mike Lear 
October 21, 2011

The flood of 2011 has been declared over, but work continues for the Corps of Engineers to assess and eventually repair levee systems damaged in that event. The Corps has said it will not be able to repair all structures damaged by the event.

Commander of the Kansas City District, Colonel Anthony Hoffman, says natural disasters nationwide have drained the federal dollars available for response. While the Corps waits on Congress to approve more money, repairs will be prioritized based primarily on safety and protection of lives.

Preliminary estimates say another $1 billion will be needed for repairs throughout the Missouri River Basin. Colonel Hoffman says now that the River is back within its banks, assessments are underway to refine estimates. About 56 of the 156 levee systems in his district that fall under certain federal guidelines are being looked at now.

Internally, the Corps has reallocated $27.7 million to jumpstart the repair process. In the Kansas City District, the “top five” levee systems needing repair have been identified, and those will be the subject of the first repair projects. They are the Union Township Number One, Holt County, Rushville-Sugar Lake, Bean Lake and Wakenda. Three others have been approved for funding, but none has been allocated to those.

Hoffman says the Corps has little part to play in deciding where federal money will be allocated, but as priorities are identified information will be shared with Washington D.C. about what needs to be done before the 2012 runoff season. He adds, risks will be high going into that season in the Missouri and Mississippi River Basins, as well as the East Coast.

Weather seems to be working in the Corps’ favor, however. Long-term forecasts indicate another flood event is unlikely on the Missouri before work can take place. The biggest risk, the Colonel says, is whether funding will be available before the window the Corps has to do work closes.

He anticipates levees to be built back to where they were prior to the flood, rather than to greater or lesser heights. Construction is expected to begin as early as mid November.




AUDIO: 

Download 
  Hear Mike Lear’s interview with Colonel Anthony Hoffman with the Corps of Engineers – 11:32

BLOG ZONE 
Blunt steps up drive to keep EPA off the farm

St. Louis Post-Distpach: Political Fix - BY BILL LAMBRECHT 
Posted: Friday, October 21, 2011 10:39 am 

WASHINGTON • The anti-regulatory furor on Capitol Hill is taking aim at government oversight of farming.

Days after the EPA put to rest the "myth" that it would regulate farm dust, Sen. Roy Blunt also wants to nip in the bud any prospect of the government using Superfund legislation to clean up farms or animal waste operations.

Blunt, R-Mo., this week introduced legislation that would exempt manure from the federal hazardous waste law that has been used to remedy hundreds of sites contaminated with toxic wastes.

The law in question -- the Comprehensive Environmental Response, Compensation and Liability Act -- has come into play only a handful of times in the history of Superfund cleanups, all of them in cases initiated by cities plagued by water pollution from poultry or other animal feeding operations.

Nonetheless, Blunt says he wants to prevent the Environmental Protection Agency from having the ability to use the emergency law to remedy such problems. Similar legislation was introduced recently by Rep. Billy Long, R-Springfield, who took Blunt's old House seat.

"We're not saying they could never deal with a problem that's created by agriculture," Blunt said in response to a question from reporters this week. "But what we are saying is that you can't deal with that under the penalties and the ability the federal government has under the Superfund law to really come in and, not just work with a person who has a problem, but create huge penalties."

Blunt said he expects support from farm-state senators across the country and may seek to amend his plan to one of the spending bills Congress is taking up.

His legislation has a second feature: Exempting farmers and large confined animal feeding operations from the so-called Community Right-To-Know law. That 25-year-old law requires agriculture operations to inform the public of significant releases of hazardous substances, the quantity and any adverse health effects that people might expect.

The EPA issued a statement this afternoon saying it "does not and does not plan to designate manure as a hazardous

substance or turn farms into Superfund sites. Manure is not a hazardous substance. Therefore, Superfund authority cannot be used to designate or require any actions to address manure on farms."

The statement added that a facility storing a lot of manure might be emitting large quantities of ammonia, which comes under federal reporting laws. The statement added that such an operation "doesn't need to stop or reduce the emissions; it just needs to report them."

Environmental advocates characterized the specter of Superfund crackdowns on farms as another myth making the rounds in the blogosphere and on Capitol Hill. Myth was the word used by the EPA when informing Congress that there was no plan to proceed with a rule to regulate particulate emissions, or dust, on farms.

"There are a lot of savvy political operators at work and a lot of innocent people not understanding what is going on," remarked Brett Lorenzen, the Environmental Working Group's Midwest representative.
Debating debates

Springfield News-Leader - by Josh Nelson 
Posted on October 21, 2011

Republican U.S. Senate candidate Sarah Steelman is keeping up the pressure on her two primary opponents to debate her. Steelman, who served as state treasurer, called out the newest entrant to the race, John Brunner, on Twitter earlier today with this message:

@SteelmanCamp Sarah Steelman 2012

.@Sarah_Steelman: “Step up or step aside”. Steelman Stays Strong on Debates. @BrunnerForMO Still Silent. #mosen #tcot
9 minutes ago via web

 

She had equally strong words for Brunner in a statement today:

“The people of this state are tired of politics as usual.  This race should be won on the merits, not hiding behind a multi-million dollar ad campaign.  We have major battles that must be won to pull our country out of the hole that Barack Obama and Claire McCaskill have dug for us.  Fancy ads and teleprompters helped get us into this mess, and we don’t need more of it.  I insist on real debates on real issues that are facing our citizens, so that they can know who we are and where we stand.  I suggest Mr. Brunner either step up or step aside.”

On Oct. 17, the Steelman camp sent out an email stating that a radio debate on KCUR’s “Up To Date” program with the KC Star’s Steve Kraske was postponed. The debate was to be on the 18th. The reason, according to Steelman, was because Brunner didn’t get back to the station about an appearance. U.S. Rep. Todd Akin, R-St. Louis, did however confirm he’d show up.

Steelman repeated her call for further debates today, including one invitation from McGraw Milhaven, host of The McGraw Show on KTRS out of St. Louis. Apparently Milhaven hasn’t been able to get a hold of either candidate.

Steelman still eager to debate

The Kansas City Star: Prime Buzz - Steve Kraske 

The invitation to debate went out on Oct. 5.

But more than two weeks later, Republican Sarah Steelman said Friday she’s heard nothing but silence from rival GOPer John Brunner regarding her offer.

“Either you’re ready to debate or you’re not,” said Steelman.

Both Steelman and Congressman Todd Akin confirmed their appearances at a radio debate earlier this week. But that fell through when the station pulled the plug because Brunner was not in the fold.

“I am going to continue to push for a debate because I believe Missourians deserve to hear solutions to our nations problems firsthand,” Steelman said. “I have been out meeting with businesses, families, farmers, moms and dads across Missouri, and I can assure Mr. Brunner that they are ready to hear solutions as well.” 

No word from Brunner as to when he’ll be ready to roll.

Steelman said her campaign has been approached by several other radio stations and groups wanting to host a debate. All groups would prefer to have the three primary candidates show up. 

Steelman has said she will show regardless of what the other two candidates decide.

Nixon signs revised ‘Facebook law,’ MOSIRA

St. Louis Post-Dispatch: Political Fix - BY JASON HANCOCK 
Posted: Friday, October 21, 2011 2:40 pm 

JEFFERSION CITY • Gov. Jay Nixon on Friday signed the only two bills that successfully cleared the legislature during the nearly seven-week special session.

The first bill revised a law passed earlier this year restricting electronic communication between teachers and students. In signing the revisions, Nixon expressed frustration that the new law remains flawed.

The legislation directs school districts to develop a 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."

The original law - which was blocked from going into effect by a Cole County judge based on concerns that it infringed on free speech rights - contained provisions prohibiting teachers from having private online conversations with students.

Some critics believe the law effectively banned teachers from using social media sites such as Facebook because they allow private messages.

In calling the legislature back into special session, Nixon said lawmakers could only repeal the electronic communications provision, not revise it. The state constitution gives the governor the authority to determine which subjects lawmakers can consider during a special session.

Noting that lawmakers had gone further than he had directed, Nixon said the new legislation contains several provisions that he considers troubling. But he signed the bill because "to veto it would return us to a bill that would be far worse."

John Chasnoff, program director for the ACLU of Eastern Missouri, said he is disappointed Nixon didn't veto the legislation. 

"We think the legislature kicked the can down the road on this issue and just passed the buck to the local school districts," he said. "It's been so difficult for the legislature to hammer out a bill that meets the needs and is constitutional. Imagine how difficult it will be for school boards."

Chasnoff said the fear is that local school boards will go too far in their own policies and won't strike a proper balance that affords sufficient protection to speech. That would open them up to costly litigation, he said. 

At best, Missouri will have a patchwork of policies that are inconsistent from district to district, he said. 

The Missouri State Teachers Association, which sued to block the original law and came out in support of the revision legislation, said in a statement Friday that it would "work with individual districts and teachers to make sure that all district policies continue to give teachers their first amendment rights, while at the same time allowing for proper use of technology."

The ACLU will reach out to the Missouri School Board Association, Chasnoff said, to offer assistance in crafting a model policy for school districts and will monitor what policies are put into effect around the state. 

Nixon also signed legislation creating the Missouri Science and Innovation Reinvestment Act, or MOSIRA.

The bill will shift state income taxes collected on new wages in science and high-tech industries into an investment fund that would be used to help those industries grow.

Nixon praised the bill as an important tool to create the jobs of the future in Missouri.

"The MOSIRA bill will be a valuable tool to encourage more start-up companies in science and technology to join what is an already growing area for the Show-Me State and our economy," he said. "Through MOSIRA, that continued growth will generate even more expansion in research and technology."

But the courts could ultimately determine whether or not MOSIRA can ever go into effect, Nixon said. That's because the legislation contains a clause that requires its effective date be contingent on the passage of the economic development bill that the House and Senate have been unable to come to terms on.

Senate President Pro Tem Rob Mayer, R-Dexter, said Friday that the special session will end next week without passing the economic development measure. 

Courts have voided contingency clauses in the past, Nixon said, and in the meantime the state will initiate steps toward the implementation of MOSIRA.

Solon for Caucus Chair?

Arch City Chronicle: Drebes
 Fri, 10/21/2011 - 8:41pm 

Rep. Sheila Solon is seriously considering running for House leadership. She’s eying the Caucus Chair position. 

Who is Sheila Solon? Solon earned a reputation as a hard-charging, straight-talking legislator while serving on the Blue Springs City Council. And she started her time in Jeff City much the same way. But this leadership bid demonstrates that she’s quickly wising up to the ways of Jefferson City.

As a result she’s working on increasing her fundraising, and she’s touting the accolades she’s received as top of her freshmen class in constituent service and communication. She’s done three mailers already, held two hall meetings and made constituent service a high priority.

Solon received the legislative award from Veterans of Foreign Wars for her bill to create a special veteran’s lottery ticket to fund veterans’ homes. It passed the House but died in the Senate last year.

The current Caucus Chair is Rep. Shelley Keeney. 

KRASKE: It's a caucus. It's a primary. It's a ....GIANT MESS

The Kansas City Star: Prime Buzz - Steve Kraske 

It’s a mess.

A debacle.

And it’s plain silly.

Next year, Missouri taxpayers will pay several million bucks for a presidential primary in February that carries no weight and no meaning.

Nuthin’. The Feb. 7 primary will be little more than a confusing exercise in good ol’ Missouri futility.

Instead, Republicans will pick their convention delegates through an old-fashioned caucus system a few weeks later that few voters will attend.

The state GOP went with the caucus because it was facing a deadline from the national party to reveal what its 2012 delegate-selection process would be. A February primary breaks party rules because it’s so early in the year.

The penalty would have been a convention delegation cut in half. So the party took the safe route and went the caucus route.

But the Feb. 7 primary remains the law of the state. In a very real sense, the exercise is a waste of money because the only meaningful work will be done by the GOP caucuses.

And that’s just plain goofy because history shows that hundreds of thousands of Missourians will take part in a primary. But only a few thousand will participate in a long, tedious party meeting, which is what a caucus is.

More than 1.4 million Missourians voted in the 2008 primary when both parties where searching for their presidential nominee. But even in 2004, when the Democrats were the only ones looking for a candidate, 500,000 still showed up.

In 2000, it was 745,000.

But in 1996 — the last time the state went with a caucus — just 20,000 showed. And to show you how unrepresentative that process was, firebrand Pat Buchanan upset Bob Dole.

So here we are. The General Assembly tried more than once to eliminate the costly primary, or at least push it into March to make it comply with party rules. In fact, there was an attempt this week to get rid of it. But the state Senate split 16-16, and the motion failed.

That means a primary will be held anyway. Secretary of State Robin Carnahan called this week with a handy reminder: Presidential candidates can begin filing to be on the primary ballot on Tuesday.

The process is going forward.

Her view, and the view of many state and federal lawmakers, both Democrat and Republican, is that the primary is the way to go because it gets the most people involved.

Now you wonder if voters will bother turning out in February knowing that, unlike in previous years, the primary results mean nothing.

These days, lawmakers in Jefferson City are split over whether primaries and their $6 million price tags are worth it at a time when school budgets aren’t what they need to be.

But the present situation isn’t making anyone happy. What we’re left with is an expensive primary that will carry no clout and a party caucus in March that few will attend.

Strikes me as the very definition of “debacle,” “mess” and “plain silly.”

To reach Steve Kraske, call 816-234-4312 or send email to skraske@kcstar.com.

Carnahan: GOP should abide by outcome of Missouri’s February presidential primary

St. Louis Post-Dispatch: Political Fix - BY JASON HANCOCK 
Posted: Friday, October 21, 2011 8:30 am 

JEFFERSON CITY • Missourians will get to cast a ballot for president on Feb. 7, 2012, and the political parties should respect the outcome of that vote, Democratic Secretary of State Robin Carnahan said Thursday.

The Missouri Republican Party decided last month that they would use a caucus process rather than the primary to choose delegates for next summer's national convention in Tampa, Fla. The move stripped the primary of its historical purpose, but state law mandates that it must still take place.

Because President Barack Obama is running for re-election, the Democratic primary is expected to be uncontested.

With the filing period for presidential candidates hoping to be on the Missouri ballot beginning Tuesday, Carnahan used the occasion to slam Republicans for a plan she believes will disenfranchise many voters.

"By law, we are holding a presidential primary in February. So, voters will have a chance to have their voices heard," Carnahan said. "Then, it will be up to the parties to decide whether they will listen to the will of the voters or reject it and leave the decision to party insiders."

Carnahan and other critics of the caucus system point out that because the process is a much more complicated and time consuming than a primary, participation is dramatically lower.

The Missouri GOP made the move to a caucus system that begins March 17 in order to avoid violating national party rules that prohibit most states from holding a presidential nominating contest before March 6. Violating that rule could result in the loss of half of a state's delegates to the 2012 Republican National Convention.

A bill moving the primary from Feb. 7 to March 6 stalled in the state Senate, causing the party to move to caucuses. The Senate attempted to eliminate the primary altogether on Monday, but deadlocked after nearly three hours of debate.

So as things currently stand, Missourians will vote on Feb. 7 but the outcome won't directly impact which presidential candidates will get a share of the state's 52 delegates.

"Parties should want to listen to regular voters," Carnahan said. "It would be a detrimental thing for our democracy if a political party rejected what voters had to say."

Lloyd Smith, executive director of the Missouri Republican Party, said Carnahan's complaints are just an attempt to make the party look bad. The move to a caucus was made to stay in compliance with rules established not only by the national Republican Party, but also the Democratic Party. The Missouri Republican State Committee wanted to ensure the state had 100 percent of its delegate strength, and thus 100 percent of its influence, at the national convention, he said.

Smith also stressed the timing of the decision, which came before Florida upended the nominating calendar by setting its primary for Jan. 31.

"You make decisions based on the information you have at the time. On September 29, when the Missouri GOP decided to switch to the caucus system, no other state was in violation of RNC or DNC rules," Smith said. "As a party, we decided that we were not going to be the first state in the nation to throw the national nominating process into chaos."

Jonathan Prouty, spokesman for the Missouri GOP, said in an email that the state's plan to move to caucuses has been submitted to the Republican National Committee and "cannot be reconsidered/changed."

Carnahan called the tussle over delegates "insider baseball" that could be worked out in order to allow more Missourians to participate in the process. And she encouraged presidential candidates to take Missouri's February primary seriously. 

"I would advise presidential candidates to file to be on the ballot and to come to Missouri and make their case," she said. "We're holding a presidential primary on Feb. 7."

In 2008, Michigan and Florida violated party rules by scheduling their primaries in January and were threatened with losing all their delegates to the Democratic and Republican conventions. In the end, the Republican Party decided to award each state half its delegates. The Democrats did as well, although once President Obama's nomination was assured each state was returned to its full delegate strength.

At half strength, Missouri's 26 delegates would be around the same as most of the four early-voting states: Iowa has 28 delegates, New Hampshire has 23, Nevada has 28 and South Carolina has 50.

Nicklaus: Nixon's China trip will focus on damage control 

St. Louis Post-Dispatch: Mound City Money - DAVID NICKLAUS 
Posted: Sunday, October 23, 2011 12:06 am 

Poor Jay Nixon. He planned a trip to China to celebrate a trading relationship that supporters were describing with grandiose names like Big Idea and Aerotropolis, and instead he's going to be doing damage control.

The governor will have to explain why the Missouri Legislature can pass a resolution critical of the state's second-largest employer but can't pass anything designed to promote trade and create jobs.

He'll have to explain why a who's-who list of the state's political leaders could say in July that they all agreed on tax incentives to get Chinese freight moving through Lambert-St. Louis International Airport, only to slink away from the Capitol three months later without doing anything.

How do you explain the dysfunction that is the Missouri Legislature?

The Chinese might forgive partisan politics, but the squabbling legislative leaders who killed Aerotropolis are all Republicans.

Second thoughts over cost might be understandable, but legislative compromises had already whittled down the cargo-hub credits from $480 million to $360 million and finally to $60 million. Supporters said the smaller amount would have been enough to get the project off the ground.

Perhaps the Chinese will be patient and understanding — after all, this trading relationship has been years in the making — but the early signs are not good. China Cargo canceled a flight that was supposed to arrive at Lambert on Monday; it would have been the third under a two-year contract that calls for weekly takeoffs and landings.

The official reason for the cancellation was a downturn in demand, but that's a little hard to believe. China Cargo could find plenty of stuff to ship across the Pacific two weeks ago, but not now? Really? The first two flights were filled to capacity coming to St. Louis, and 40 to 60 percent full returning to Shanghai.

More likely, the Chinese are sending a message: If Missouri isn't committed to this relationship, neither are they.

Nixon can't ignore that message, but he can't offer much in return except hope. Some cargo hub supporters worry that their plan is dead until 2013 because House and Senate leaders can't agree on whether other, unrelated tax-credit programs should carry an expiration date.

Sen. Eric Schmitt, R-Glendale, the chief author of the Aerotropolis legislation, says he remains optimistic about getting it passed somehow, but he also realizes that St. Louis isn't the only city courting Chinese airlines.

"I think we have a little bit of time to figure out a way forward, but there's no doubt there will be other players on this thing," Schmitt said.

Reports in Ohio, for example, say the state may offer the Chinese an abandoned DHL cargo airport as an alternative to St. Louis. Denver's mayor has been sounding the Aerotropolis theme too.

If we don't roll out the red carpet, somebody else will. Richard Fleming, president of the St. Louis Regional Chamber and Growth Association, doesn't think the region has much time to get its act together.

"The advantages that led the Chinese to believe they can best meet their needs at Lambert are still there, but if they ultimately become concerned that Missouri is going to fumble the ball, it's only reasonable to assume they are going to look at Plan B or Plan C," Fleming said. "The clock is running down."

At the moment, though, we have a traveling salesman with a rather hollow-sounding sales pitch. Nixon presumably will be greeted cordially, but he also may learn that his hosts' patience is wearing thin.

Schoeller to cite experience in Secretary of State bid

PoliticMO - By Eli Yokley

October 24, 2011 
State Representative Shane Shoeller, R-Willard, will make his candidacy for Missouri Secretary of State official, PoliticMo has learned, at an event in his hometown of Springfield later today.

“For too long, the important office of Secretary of State has been beholden to liberal special interests who have abused the duties of the office,” Schoeller said, in a statement shared exclusively with PoliticMo.

“As Secretary of State, I will end the open-door policies for liberal groups like ACORN, fight to stop election fraud, work to ease the government burden on businesses, and protect Missouri voters by working to implement a commonsense photo identification requirement for voting,” he said, pledging to “defend… free enterprise and fair elections.”

On his new website, Schoeller said he will prioritize voter identification requirements, reforming the ballot summary process for initiative petitions, and easing the business application process.

Schoeller will lean on his experience working as an aide for then-Secretary of State Matt Blunt. Elected to the state House in 2006, Schoeller rose to leadership quickly, currently serving as Speaker Pro Tem.

Two other Republicans, State Senators Scott Rupp and Bill Stouffer, have also announced their candidacy for the GOP nomination.

The office’s current holder, Democrat Robin Carnahan, announced she would not seek reelection earlier this month. Rep. Jason Kander, D-Kansas City, announced his candidacy minutes after, and has scored dozens of endorsements from Democrats statewide.

EDITORIALS … & Letters to the Editor
Capitol stalemate drags on in Jeff City

Blue Springs Examiner - By The Examiner's Editorial Board 
Posted Oct 22, 2011 @ 01:32 AM

Independence, MO — Gov. Jay Nixon on Friday signed two bills, stopped by the Ford plant in Claycomo and left for a trade trip to China.

All of that illustrates both what can happen in Jefferson City when things work and how things are not working now.

Let’s break down the governor’s day:

n He headed for China, having promised to bring back trade agreements that will include more Missouri goods heading overseas and therefore more jobs here. “These agreements will keep these exports growing even more,” Nixon said Tuesday during a visit to Kansas City.

What the governor won’t have in hand are plans for massive state funding to try to turn Lambert International Airport in St. Louis into a major China-to-the-Midwest hub. The plan’s critics make some pretty fair points, but the plan hasn’t failed in the General Assembly based on the merits. It’s failed because the Missouri House and the Missouri Senate just are not getting along.

The major economic development package legislators were called into special session to address is largely dead. The two legislative bodies have sharply different versions of the major bill. The House on Thursday voted to send it to a conference committee, which would be the normal path to compromise – except the Senate refuses to consider a conference committee.

Leaders in the two bodies are barely speaking to each other, and the kicker is this: Those leaders figure to be in place throughout the 2012 session as well. Will they get anything done?

• Legislators did manage to back off on a poorly thought-out bill they passed last spring to crack down on how teachers and students use social media. The governor signed the do-over on Friday. Legislators also managed to pass one important piece of the economic package – the Missouri Science and Innovation Reinvestment Act – before things really got sour, and the governor signed that, too. That’s good news. Growth of science-related businesses could be huge for Kansas City.

• Nixon took a victory lap at Claycomo, where a new Ford-UAW contract clears the way for that company to not only keep that plant and its 5,500 employees going but also to invest $1.1 billion and add a production line for a van. Again, huge for Kansas City.

It was last year, also during a special session focused on economic development, that the General Assembly passed incentives to keep Ford in Kansas City. That process also had its drama – and there are reasonable questions about how much in state tax credits is reasonable – but the deal got done.

But that was last year, when things still more or less worked.

Editorial: Will statesman rise up to fix broken Missouri Legislature? 

St. Louis Post-Dispatch: The Platform - By the Editorial Board 
Posted: Saturday, October 22, 2011 12:00 am

In 1974, a citizens panel thought the Missouri Legislature was broken enough to issue 130 recommendations to fix the Show-Me State's lawmaking body.

Not much happened.

Sixteen years later, Gov. John Ashcroft rekindled the movement by proposing a constitutional amendment that would have created new ethics rules, reduced the size of the House and made other changes. The amendment got caught in a political crossfire. It was removed from the ballot by the Missouri Supreme Court because it contained too many topics.

Lawmakers eventually created the Missouri Ethics Commission, but they gave it little money and few teeth.

Now, 21 years after Mr. Ashcroft's effort, the spectacular failure of the special session of the Legislature — currently on life-support — suggests that a major overhaul is needed to restore an environment in which progress can replace gridlock.

Things have gotten worse since Mr. Ashcroft sought to use his bully pulpit to bring about changes to the Legislature. It's time for Missouri statesmen of both parties, perhaps including Mr. Ashcroft himself, to again take up the challenge of fixing the Legislature.

Three key changes are needed to make Missouri's lawmaking body more representative of the state's diverse interests instead of narrow parochial and special interests:

• Abolish term limits.

• Reduce the corrupting influence of money on the legislative process.

• Redraw legislative districts so that they are more competitively balanced.

This is far from an exhaustive list of what is wrong under the Capitol dome, but they should be the top priorities. In future editorials, this page will examine each one in depth. We will discuss how fixing them could give Missouri citizens a meaningful voice in Jefferson City.

As it stands now, the state motto engraved in Latin on the Capitol's exterior is a joke: "The welfare of the people shall be the supreme law."

Term limits might have seemed like a good idea, but they have drained the Capitol of decades of experience and knowledge since 2002 when lawmakers began being forced out. As a result, the executive branch and lobbyists have become more powerful.

Those lobbyists, along with corporate and union donors, can give unlimited amounts of money and gifts to lawmakers. Any ambitious lawmaker spends his first couple of years in the Capitol mapping out his next move rather than learning the issues. Legislators begin coveting statewide office before they have built any meaningful coalitions or track records. And to move up, they need big money from special interests.

Building bipartisan coalitions is problematic when districts are drawn to produce candidates elected by only a sliver of voters from the left or right.

There have been times in Missouri's history when bold leaders forged coalitions to build roads, fund schools or create, for instance, the cross-state Katy Trail. Those days are gone.

Now, to get anything meaningful done, citizens bypass the Legislature and go straight to the ballot box. In 2008, a record number of ballot initiatives, 55, were filed with the Secretary of State. The record was nearly doubled in 2010, with 105 initiatives filed. The 2012 election cycle is well on pace to break that record.

That is not how a representative democracy is supposed to work.

The Legislature won't fix itself. It's going to need a push from statesmen who know the process is broken and who are willing to help fix it.

Our Opinion: State employee teams honored for productivity

Jefferson City News Tribune
Friday, October 21, 2011

When state employees enhance productivity, they deliver more efficient and effective services for Missouri taxpayers.

Four state employee work teams were honored this week with the 2011 Governor’s Awards for Quality and Productivity.

The ceremony marked the 23rd year the Office of Administration has recognized the teams in four categories: customer service; efficiency/process improvement; innovation; and technology in government.

“During these tough economic times, state employees have had to do more with less while continuing to provide excellent service to the citizens of the state,” said OA Commissioner Kelvin Simmons. “The four teams being presented with this year’s prestigious award represent the best in innovative thought, and serve as examples for all of us in maximizing our limited taxpayer resources.”

Among the 21 nominees this year, the four honorees were:

• Customer service — the Unclaimed Property Online Claim Development & Implementation Team in the State Treasurer’s Office.

The team was recognized for developing a customer satisfaction program that improved “communication, information, responsiveness, problem resolution, and on-time, reliable, consistent service delivery.”

• Efficiency/process improvement — the Missouri Automated Criminal History Site Implementation Team in the Department of Public Safety/Missouri State Highway Patrol.

The award honors a team that “improved the overall quality of products and services, significantly enhanced operational efficiency, simplified work processes, generated increased revenues, or reduced spending.”

• Innovation — the Psychiatric Inpatient Redesign Team in the Department of Mental Health.

The winning project “delivers benefits ... through advances in vital services such as health care, education, communications, transportation, etc.” 

• Technology in government — the Missouri Criminal Justice Modernization Program in the Department of Public Safety/Missouri State Highway Patrol.

The team was recognized for developing and implementing cutting-edge technology to improve services, solve problems and reduce cost.

We commend these teams for exploring, developing and implementing frugal methods to deliver vital services.
An Orphan — Transportation 

Washington Missourian: Editorial
Posted: Saturday, October 22, 2011 6:32 pm | Updated: 2:00 pm, Fri Oct 21, 2011. 

One of the oddities of life is that something we all depend on — transportation — doesn’t have a high priority in the list of needs. It doesn’t rank in the top needs priority list in poll after poll.

Kevin Keith, director of the Missouri Department of Transportation (MoDOT), told members of the Franklin County Municipal League that “there is no shortage of needs” when it comes to transportation. League members met in Washington Wednesday night. He said the “needs” are nationwide, but people are not giving roads and bridges much attention.

Keith pleaded for help from those attending the dinner meeting. He explained that in Missouri, due to a revenue shortfall, the focus now is on preserving what we have but he warned that the condition of roads and bridges is going to get worse. People have to accept that fact unless more revenue is forthcoming. MoDOT has made major cuts in its operations.

One of Keith’s priorities is to enlist support from Congress and the Missouri Legislature, and from the people, for roads and bridges.

Unless someone steps up with leadership to lead a campaign for more revenue for roads and bridges, nothing is going to happen, except roads and bridges will decay. Keith can’t do it all by himself. He needs support. He’s seeking that every day.

Why our elected representatives and the people in general have deaf ears when it comes to funding for transportation is a mystery. We depend on roads and bridges every day. There seems to be a general attitude that money will come from somewhere for transportation and not to worry.

The situation is such that we need a crusade to come up with more revenue for roads and bridges. There are many options, including toll roads and bridges. Why is Missouri backward when it comes to producing revenue for transportation?

DAVID ROSMAN: Missouri should decide who carries a concealed weapon in Missouri

Columbia Missourian - BY David Rosman 

Friday, October 21, 2011 | 11:31 a.m. CDT; updated 5:25 p.m. CDT, Friday, October 21, 2011 

As my regular readers know, I am not an anti-gun person. My wife, Kathy, and I have owned various firearms over the decades.

In a previous life, Kathy was a hunter. In a previous life, I had to carry for my job.

I strongly support mandatory gun training requirements for the ownership of handguns, rifles and shotguns.

I also believe that all hunters need to attend an annual firearms safety program. It is my belief that such training will reduce the number of accidental shootings in the U.S., especially by children who somehow get ahold of a parent's handgun or rifle.

What I am against is weapon ownership without the responsibility that goes along with owning a tool that is designed only to kill — unlike a knife (the normal argument from the pro-gun ownership people), which is designed as a utility tool as well as a weapon.

On Oct. 14, the U.S. House Committee on the Judiciary conducted its final review of HR 822, National Right-to-Carry Reciprocity Act of 2011.

The bill will allow an individual with a valid state-issued concealed carry permit and photo ID to carry concealed handguns in multiple states, if that individual abides by the restrictions of those states.

This is generally known as a “compact law,” a law to which multiple parties have working agreements because it concerns a mutual interest or interests.

There are other laws that allow this reciprocity. Your Missouri driver’s license is recognized in all other states, for example.

We also have some notable exceptions to "compact laws." For example, some states do not recognize the marriages of same-sex couples, though legal in the state where the marriage license was issued.

At issue in HR 822 is not the conceal-and-carry permit, nor one's rights to gun ownership.

It is, as the group Mayors Against Illegal Guns suggests, a "measure (that) would strip states of the right to decide who can legally carry a hidden, loaded gun in our communities."

Gun control has returned as a states' rights issue. A survey, conducted by Momentum Analysis and American Viewpoint, indicates that "74 percent (of respondents) say that 'each state should decide for themselves.'"

I could not find a National Rifle Association survey saying anything different.

Here is where conservative states' rights and liberal gun control people seem to agree. This is not a case of gun ownership, of Second Amendment rights or whether mandatory firearms training should be required for everyone for the purpose of ownership.

It is a case of who gets to make the laws about who can and cannot carry a concealed weapon — in this case, in the state of Missouri.

Should not Missouri decide whether or not to permit a non-law enforcement person who is duly licensed to carry a concealed pistol in his home state to carry a concealed weapon in the Show-Me State?

The proposed law is clear about one thing: The person crossing state lines with a concealed weapon must abide by the laws of the state he is entering. So, no matter what, no one will be permitted to carry a concealed weapon in Illinois, which does not allow such permits.

This means that state would have to "opt out," something that conservative legislators would never do.

There is a bigger question, at least for me. It is not whether one can carry a concealed firearm across state lines, but how does this bill affect the bigger issue our legislators are supposed to be tackling: Does it create jobs?

This Republican-sponsored bill is doing nothing to meet that immediate goal. In fact, this tactic only diverts the voter's attention from the real problems of the day to a relatively minor but emotionally raw subject.

Reps. Vicky Hartzler and Blaine Luetkemeyer are co-sponsors of this bill. It is time we tell Hartzler and Luetkemeyer to stop messing around and get to the business at hand.

Either fix the economy and create jobs or your re-election in 2012 will be shot down.

David Rosman is an editor, writer, professional speaker and college instructor in Communications, Ethics, Business and Politics. David’s new book, “A Christian Nation? An examination of Christian nation theories and proofs” is now on Pre-Release sale at http://Books.InkandVoice.com. 

The mess created by meth

Our opinion

St. Joseph News-Press

The mess created by meth continues to spread. 

Families and communities throughout Missouri and Kansas are well aware of how this drug destroys lives, with children often suffering from their parents’ addiction. 

Another type of mess is created by the toxic materials such as battery acid and drain cleaner used to concoct meth. When law enforcement uncovers a meth lab, specially trained crews are required to handle the hazardous materials. The costs can range from $2,500 to $5,000 for a typical lab bust. 

The federal government had been providing money to some states to help with cleanup. That funding was cut and, in several states, meth busts have dropped sharply. 

Missouri, however, has continued to fight this tough battle. Last year, the state had 1,960 meth lab seizures — the second most in the nation. While the war against meth is difficult, it is better to fight it on the front end than to pay the toll later with increased criminal activity and ruined lives. 

One attempt to fight meth, however, does not seem to be successful. Some Missouri towns passed strict laws restricting the sale of cold medicine containing pseudoephedrine, an essential ingredient in meth. Narcotics officers report sales of the medicines in neighboring towns have risen sharply as a result. 

A statewide law may be the best way to cut off the supply to meth makers, but legislators should take care in drafting it. Law-abiding citizens should not be forced into hardship by being denied access to medicine that is helpful in treating common colds. 

Vigilance by law enforcement and commitment by our communities for the long haul will be necessary to clean up the mess made by meth.

Editorial: Elevation of Draper to top court good for justice, good for Missouri 

St. Louis Post-Dispatch: The Platform - By the Editorial Board 
Posted: Monday, October 24, 2011 12:05 am 

The old adage that justice delayed is justice denied comes to mind when comparing the process by which Missouri fills key judicial vacancies with that of the federal government. Missouri gets it done. The feds mostly bog down.

On June 6, the Missouri Supreme Court announced that Judge Mike Wolff was retiring from the state's high court. In July, the court released a list of 13 applicants.

The next month, an appellate judicial commission of attorneys, a judge and Missouri citizens began public interviews for the vacancy. The commission sent Gov. Jay Nixon the names of three highly qualified finalists on Sept. 1.

On Wednesday, about five months after the process started, Mr. Nixon named longtime St. Louis jurist George W. Draper III as Mr. Wolff's replacement. Mr. Draper, of Chesterfield, has been on the Eastern District Court of Appeals for the past decade. He becomes just the second African-American to serve on the Missouri Supreme Court.

Mr. Draper's legal qualifications are stellar, having been a prosecutor, associate and circuit court judge, appeals court judge and law professor at St. Louis University. As a circuit court judge, his retention ratings by the Missouri Bar Association were among the highest in the state. And as an appeals court judge standing for retention in front of voters in 2002, his ratings from attorneys were higher than two of the judges he will join on the Supreme Court.

Mr. Draper's appointment reaffirms that Missouri's non-partisan court plan works as intended, producing judges defined by their quality, not their politics.

Contrast that to our broken federal system.

Right now, there are 86 federal court vacancies, with 45 judicial nominees pending in the U.S. Senate, most being held up by filibusters as Republicans exact on Democrats what that party did to the nominees of former President George W. Bush.

It's a never-ending cycle of political tit-for-tat. At this point in Mr. Bush's presidency, there were 45 total vacancies, with 21 pending nominations. That's fewer than half of the number of openings in the administration of President Barack Obama, but both backlogs are way too high.

When the court can't fill its judicial vacancies, dockets back up. Cases stagnate. Justice is delayed, and justice is denied.

In Missouri, the nonpartisan plan does an excellent job of reducing the role of politics in choosing judges for appellate-level courts and circuit courts in urban counties. Were the process extended to rural counties, it would be even better.

That system has benefited in the last couple of years from increased openness, including the first public interviews of this year's Supreme Court nominees.

Mr. Draper's resume is online for citizens to peruse. He even admits to some youthful run-ins with the law, adding a layer of transparency and humanity to a process that already is open.

Mr. Draper once was bypassed for the state appeals court in favor of Missouri's current chief justice, Richard Teitelman, who is both the first Jewish and legally blind judge on Missouri's top court.

Now Mr. Draper joins Mr. Teitelman in making the court more reflective of a diverse state of rural and urban landscapes, where men and women, rich and poor, the disabled and people of color all deserve equal protection under the law. The process worked.

Jon Stouffer, guest columnist: Rural America needs broadband access 

Joplin Globe - By Jon Stouffer 
October 23, 2011

Just as the Industrial Revolution in the 18th and 19th centuries changed the way that Americans conducted business and lived their lives, the telecommunications revolution of the 21st century is creating a new round of economic and cultural changes. The Internet is spurring a wave of changes that is altering the way we live in Southwest Missouri.

Yet, a pending decision in Washington threatens to leave our corner of Missouri — from Joplin to Springfield and areas in between — on the side of the information superhighway.

The telecommunications revolution of the 21st century is brought to you by a growing broadband network. It is a vast improvement over older dial-up services and has allowed individuals, businesses and local governments to access services that have made our lives easier and more productive. Going back would be unthinkable, right?

But actions pending before the Federal Communications Commission threaten to do just that.

In the name of “reform” and “efficiency,” the FCC has proposed rule changes to the Universal Service Fund that will hinder easy and affordable access to broadband Internet in our state.

For rural parts of Missouri and the rest of the country, it can be extremely costly to provide telephone service, let alone broadband Internet. The USF is intended to ensure that all U.S. citizens, including those in rural high-cost areas such as Southwest Missouri, have access to telecommunications and information services comparable in quality and cost to those available in urban areas.

Small, community-based rural broadband providers put USF to good use for rural Missourians. We’ve brought them affordable, cutting-edge broadband Internet service so they can access the same high-speed Internet as that enjoyed by other Americans living in big cities.

As a result, it is easier for families to stay connected. Young professionals can work from home instead of moving to larger cities to find jobs. Small businesses can offer their services to new customers both in other parts of Missouri and around the world.

The FCC’s proposed changes could end all of this.

The threat to the USF goes beyond vague terms such as efficiency and reform. The FCC’s proposal would put vital services at risk and undermine decades of successful investment in vital broadband infrastructure in rural areas. The consequences to Missouri’s economy and its ability to sustain and create jobs would be severe.

According to a recent study conducted by the Missouri State University’s Bureau of Economic Research, output in Missouri would decline by over half a billion dollars over the next five years from what it otherwise would have been if the USF program was kept as is. Employment would diminish by 3,500 jobs, with wages declining by over $162 million during the 2012 to 2016 period. Less economic activity means less tax revenue, with almost $35 million in decreased state and local taxes during this five-year period.

The study also finds that many small rural telecommunications companies operating in Missouri could go bankrupt as a result. Those that survive could be forced to decrease their investment in new infrastructure and equipment by approximately 40 percent. Quality and availability of basic telephone and broadband service within rural communities would deteriorate.

The bottom line? Small, innovative telecommunications companies and the local people and businesses they serve in rural Missouri would be driven out of business. It would cost jobs, such as those at my company, a proud Missouri business since 1904. It would make our state less attractive to businesses seeking to relocate here.

Rural telecommunications companies have proposed an alternative plan that would maintain a viable USF. Right now, it appears that the FCC is stepping back from its proposal, but powerful elements in the cable and wireless industry are pushing the FCC to gut the USF.

Small telecommunications providers are dedicated to delivering and upgrading the broadband foundation to meet the new technological challenges facing our nation. Universal service funding is essential to this task. If the FCC is serious about “broadband for all,” it needs to adopt the industry proposal and reject efforts to gut the USF.

Jon Stouffer is the president of the Granby Telephone Co. in Granby.

Take steps to Occupy Wash. U.


Student Life (Wash U.) - Molly Gott 

Last Friday, I attended an Occupy St. Louis march that included a protest outside of Bank of America’s St. Louis headquarters. Participants included people of different ages, races, socioeconomic backgrounds and political beliefs. There were students, veterans, union members, toddlers, adults who reminded me of my parents, members of the St. Louis LGBTQIA community and countless others. The ever-increasing diversity of the #occupy movement is clear. Now, we must work to harness that diversity in ways that strengthen, rather than fracture, the movement. We must recognize that different people are uniquely poised to affect change in different—and powerful—ways.

As students, what can we do? How can we help grow the #occupy movement and empower the 99%? We can do more than hold signs, hand out flyers, and post on Facebook. We can change the way our universities bank. Often, universities portray themselves as sacred temples of learning—places where apolitical knowledge is generated and shared. And while there is some truth to that, it must also be acknowledged that universities are powerful and wealthy institutions often controlled by powerful and wealthy individuals. These individuals have vested interests in seeing particular corporations prosper, as well as our current financial and political systems perpetuated. 

Those interests are reflected in universities’ institutional relationships with big, corporate banks. Many universities use Bank of America and Chase for banking services. They have participated in interest rate swaps with Lehman Brothers. They have welcomed corporate banks onto campuses to sell credit cards to students. These relationships strengthen the big banks that charge excessively high interest rates, engage in risky financial bets and perpetuate predatory lending practices, particularly in low-income communities and communities of color. 

Universities control an almost mind-boggling amount of money, including about $350 billion in endowments and almost $100 billion in annual spending. Of course, that money does not just sit in a vault in the admissions’ office. It is kept in a bank— usually a big corporate bank such as Bank of America, J.P. Morgan Chase or Citibank. 

The #occupy movement has raised awareness that where we deposit our money matters. Banks depend on deposits from their clients—especially institutional clients like universities. When enough clients move their money because they do not agree with a bank’s practices (such as engaging in payday lending, funding mountaintop removal coal mining or perpetrating robo-signed foreclosures), the bank may be forced to change its practices in order to regain deposits and survive.

On Nov. 5, “Bank Transfer Day,” thousands of individuals will close their corporate bank accounts and move their money to community banks and credit unions—financial institutions that are more socially, environmentally and economically just and sustainable. College students: let’s join this action. But let’s also go a step further and demand that our universities close their corporate bank accounts and move their money as well.

This is not a ridiculous demand. In fact, divesting from corporate banks is in line with most universities’ rhetoric about already existing commitments to social, environmental and community responsibility.

We must ask ourselves: How can a school flaunt its LEED-certified buildings, sophisticated recycling program and commitment to buying local food, but keep its money in a bank that finances mountaintop coal removal? How can a school tout its community development initiatives and programs that provide tutors for children in underserved communities, but keep its money in a bank that unjustly forecloses on homes in those same children’s neighborhoods? It is the time for college students across the country to call attention to this hypocrisy and demand that institutions change it. 

It is our moment. Now is the time to leverage our unique power as students to expand the #occupy movement to affect University finances. Every dollar that we move gets us one step closer to a financial system that values our planet and all of its people.

On Nov. 5, join me and other students across the country as we move our money. Then let’s call upon our universities to do the same.

Join the Facebook event “College Bank Transfer Day” to make a statement and learn more. And join the Facebook group “Occupy Wash U” to get updates on events that will help you navigate the process of moving your money.

Molly Gott is a senior in Arts & Sciences.

