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House Speaker Calls for State Auditor to Investigate Moberly Business Deal

Missouri News Horizon JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. — The leader of the Missouri House of Representatives is calling on the State Auditor to launch an investigation into the Mamtek business development scandal in Moberly, Mo. while also delving into other deals made by the state Department of Economic Development over the past 18 months.

In a letter to Auditor Tom Schweich, House Speaker Steve Tilley, R-Perryville, calls for an audit of any tax credit programs used in dealing with Mamtek, a Chinese-American investment venture that made deals with the city of Moberly and the state of Missouri to build an artificial sweetener manufacturing facility in the north central Missouri town.

The city of Moberly backed nearly $40 million in bonds to build the facility for the company and supply the infrastructure for the plant that promised to employ up to 600 people. The state promised to chip in about $17 million in state tax incentives once the company started hiring workers. DED officials say the state hasn’t given out any incentives for the company.

But the company has failed to deliver on their promises, failing to make their first bond payments, leaving Moberly on the hook.

In his letter to the Auditor, Tilley says he is worried “that (Gov. Jay) Nixon’s Department of Economic Development does not have the procedures in place or, even worse, they have allowed their procedures to be circumvented by political pressure to produce job numbers for public announcements.”

Tilley also called the Auditor’s attention to other reported deals gone south including a $2 million state incentive to a southeast Missouri dental practice who’s CEO had been convicted of, and was still on probation for, writing bad checks. And a Kirksville company that recently defaulted on a $1 million state loan.

Tilley’s request comes a couple of days after he set up an interim committee to study the Mamtek deal and other tax credit programs. State Representative Jay Barnes, R-Jefferson City, said Thursday that Mamtek would be the only tax credit program his committee would be scrutinizing.

“We’re going to do a broad investigation into tax credit authorizations in general and the kinds of background tests that go into them,” Barnes said. “Where that leads, I’m not sure because we’re not going to come in to this thing with anything prejudged, we’ll go where the facts lead us.”

Barnes did not say when his committee would begin hearings. He also was not sure if his committee would prepare legislation for the upcoming session of the legislature.
Move the casino?

After flooding closure, officials discuss options

St. Joseph News-Press, Jennifer Hall — The flood of 2011 has posed some interesting questions on whether state law should be changed to allow casinos to move inland. 

Six years ago, Hurricane Katrina demolished many casinos in the South. Some failed to reopen. The storm raised questions then on whether Louisiana would allow casinos to relocate to dryer and much higher ground. 

Missouri lawmakers and even casino operators don’t believe the idea of a similar action here holds much water. Any decision would first have to go to the voters. And even this far north of the Bible Belt, the extension of riverboat gambling to dry land could see some opposition. 

“I wouldn’t really be opposed to it, but it’s nothing I’m going to push for,” said State Rep. Galen Higdon, R-St. Joseph. “People are happy with the way things are.” 

Mr. Higdon said those who live, work and do business alongside the Muddy Mo want to rebuild and trust that the federal government will regulate and enact flood control. 

“It’s simple,” he said. “I’ve lived along the levees all my life.” 

But State Rep. Pat Conway, D-St. Joseph, said there may be other considerations. 

“I remember when the first casino in St. Joseph was docked,” Mr. Conway said. “It didn’t cruise more than a mile up the (Missouri) river and came back every two hours.” 

An evolving process 

The original provision stated that casinos had to float the river. Just a few years later, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, insurance companies and others were pointing out the hazards and liabilities. Even the weather docked many riverboats. Eventually, casinos were given the option to be permanently docked. 

If the door were to open wider on riverboat gambling, other entities might have their own suggestions. 

“Service clubs, veterans clubs, truck stops and other places would be more than interested in moving into some provisions of gaming,” Mr. Conway said. “I’m not sure the (casino) operators want to open up that possibility to extend it to others. 

“I would imagine taking a vote to the people would certainly promote other organizations to get in on it. It would be a very interesting long-term discussion.” 

Currently, there are two main requirements for riverboat gambling: the casino floor has to float and has to be within 1,000 feet of the river. 

And as far as Craig Travers knows, that’s not changing. 

“They’re building the new casino in Cape Girardeau under the current regulations,” said the general manager of St. Jo Frontier Casino. 

Mr. Travers, like Mr. Higdon and Mr. Conway, doesn’t feel there is a push for new legislation following the recent flood. With the most recent legislation removing the loss limits and setting the number of gaming licenses, Missouri casino operators have few concerns. There are 13 licenses now, and it would take the Missouri Gaming Commission to add more — not an easy feat. 

Expensive to run 

As far as other organizations competing with casinos, if the idea were to come up on the ballot, Mr. Travers said he doesn’t see it as something favorable to many people. 

“I don’t see them wanting to spend the money it would take to invest,” he said. “Slot machines are at least $25,000 apiece, and then you have to have the software and infrastructure. That’s really expensive. They wouldn’t be in the position to make that kind of an investment without knowing what kind of a return they would have.” 

There was some discussion in the city’s Downtown Building Blocks Strategic Plan to relocate the casino near a Downtown convention center. 

So if the casinos can’t move away from the river, the questions remain on how the casinos are doing in the months following the flood. 

Mr. Travers said more than 200 employees came back to work when the local casino reopened Sept. 29. 

“We are up to full force and only about 20 (employees) didn’t return,” he said. “That’s really positive. We’re really pleased that everyone came back.” 

Fixing the levees 

The flood closed the casino in June and caused about $3.5 million in physical damages. The St. Joseph casino is still working with its insurance carrier on another amount for business and employee interruption, which is far and above the physical damages. 

The casino is also in negotiations with the Federal Emergency Management Agency, the Army Corps of Engineers, the Missouri Department of Natural Resources and other overseeing organizations to fix the levee. The city is in on these talks as well. 

“We’re in the process of formulating how we want to fix it and what the cost is going to be and the timetable,” Mr. Travers said. “Right now, we’re in the prime period of doing something like this because the river is down and the area is dry.” 

And while there is no push to change legislation to move the casinos inland, there is a strong push to prevent this sort of disaster from happening again. 

“I can assure you this, one way or another that levee will be fixed,” Mr. Travers said. “We sure as hell don’t want to be flooded again.”
Missouri continues E. coli investigation

Outbreak sickens nearly two dozen, six hospitalized.

ST. LOUIS -- State health officials say they're continuing to investigate an E. coli outbreak that sickened nearly two dozen people in St. Louis and four surrounding counties.

The Missouri Department of Health and Senior Services said in a statement Saturday that it's testing 34 specimens reported to contain E. coli. DHSS spokeswoman Jacqueline Lapine says complete tests will take several days, but so far 18 of 34 specimens have tested positive for a byproduct of E. coli.

Testing also continues to determine the cause of the reported illnesses.

No one has died but at least six people required hospital stays in the recent outbreak. E. coli are a group of bacteria that can cause diarrhea, urinary tract infections, respiratory illness and pneumonia.

Federal grant will boost in-state health care training 

A total of $20 million will go to community colleges across the state.

By Amanda Svoboda, The Maneater
Published Oct. 28, 2011

Thirteen Missouri colleges have received grants totaling $20 million as part of a statewide initiative led by Gov. Jay Nixon to educate 4,600 Missourians for jobs in health care, one of America’s fastest-growing industries, according to a news release. 

The federal grant was announced Sept. 26 as a result of a collaborative effort between 12 community colleges, Linn State Technical College, the Missouri Department of Economic Development and the Missouri Workforce Investment Board to apply for the federal money, Nixon’s spokesman Scott Holste said.

“Because we presented this as a united package of the community colleges around the state working together on this, it helped tremendously in being able to get this money,” he said.

The $20 million will be distributed according to the programs proposed in the initial budget sent to the United States Department of Labor, who provided the funding, Zora Mulligan, executive director of the Missouri Community College Association, said.

She said the grant’s main purpose is to help move Missourians who are currently unemployed or underemployed into occupation in the health services and health sciences sector and to rethink the way associate degree granting institutions serve adult learners.

“Health care jobs are in demand right now,” Holste said. “This is going to help meet that need which will not only provide good-paying careers for Missourians but it will also help the overall health of the state by making sure that we have more people out there who can help take care of the health needs of their fellow Missourians.”

Nixon’s “Big Goal” is to increase the percentage of Missourians who hold a postsecondary credential from 37 percent to 60 percent by 2010, according to a news release. In his letter to the U.S. Department of Labor in April, he stated he is committed to supporting the changes necessary for improving Missouri’s higher education system. 

Jefferson College President Ray Cummiskey said the money will help community colleges develop high-impact health care programs and focus on re-servicing the health care industry with highly-skilled workers. 

For Jefferson College, the grant will be used specifically toward strengthening the development of the school’s radiological technology program and enhancing the school’s information technology courses. 

“We expect that the permission will come back right away, and we’ll start by hiring staff to get the curriculum lined up,” he said.

Cummiskey said the grant will also be used to develop online simulation software for reinforcing learning. The programs will mainly service low-skilled and lower-wage adult workers who need to improve their credentials to work in the health care field. 

“The idea is to make it possible for them to come back to school and get re-employed in health care with new training,” he said.

Some specific occupations the grant’s training will target include certified nursing aides, pharmacy technicians, phlebotomists, mechanical technicians and licensed practical nurses. 

"Missouri's health care industry is growing quickly, and hospitals, clinics and other employers need more nurses, lab techs and other workers with the right education and skills today,” Nixon said in a news release. “By expanding educational opportunities for Missourians in these fields, we'll open the door for employment for more folks and keep our economy growing.”
Corps of Engineers faces tough question from Missouri flood victims, government officials

Missouri News Horizon, JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. – As the Missouri River continues to recede after this year’s catastrophic floods, citizens all along the river basin have been flocking to public forums hosted by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers to voice their concerns about what the future holds.

At a Corps of Engineers meeting in Jefferson City Thursday night, more than a hundred locals came out to speak directly to Brig. Gen. John McMahon and other officials with the Northwestern Division of the Corps, which is responsible for flood control along the river. The Corps has faced an onslaught of criticism for decisions it made that led directly to the flood.

“It was a calculated decision,” McMahon said at the start of the meeting. “It wasn’t made arbitrarily. It was made, I believe, for all the right reasons.”

McMahon insisted that the Corps’ decision to hold back high levels of water in upstream reservoirs was made with the best long-term forecasting data available at the time. National Weather Service Maps from September 2010 through February of this year, failed to project a heightened likelihood of an above-average rain event along the Missouri River Basin that would have caused higher than normal water levels.

But that’s exactly what did happen, when heavy spring rains in the upper plains deluged the river and topped off reservoirs – leaving the Corps incapable of managing the annual mountain snow melt that occurred shortly thereafter. From May through July, the Missouri River basin above Sioux City, Iowa, saw a total of 34.3 million acre feet (MAF) of water run-off – an amount of greater than the total annual run-off for 102 of the past 113 years.

Despite these circumstances, many of the people in attendance questioned why the reservoirs were so elevated before the rains in the first place.

Most pointed a finger of blame at federal mandates for fish and wildlife preservation. They criticized the artificial “spring rise” the Corps coordinates every year to increase water levels in upstream fish habitats.

State Rep. Randy Asbury, R-Higbee, cited independent studies which he said offered proof that the elevated water levels were not needed to encourage fish spawning. He applauded the Corps decision to suspend next year’s spring rise, but Asbury called for its permanent elimination.

Speaking on behalf of Gov. Jay Nixon, Missouri Director of Natural Resources Sara Parker Pauley called for the Corps of Engineers to temporarily move money from wildlife restoration programs to flood management to help with the rebuilding of levees. Seventeen levees in the Kansas City and Omaha area were toppled by the flood this summer, with dozens more sustaining damage.

“Certainly you understand the frustration of our citizens who have been devastated by the flood waters, yet see a budget of millions of dollars for an eco-restoration and species restoration program,” Pauley said. “Those monies could help rebuild and restore lives”

But even if the Corps were to heed this suggestion, the internal budgeting move would not come close to covering the full cost of repairing the entire levee system. Engineers estimate repairing all the levees will cost anywhere between $500 million and $1 billion dollars.

McMahon said the Corps faces an uphill appropriations battle in Congress to secure all the funding, and said that many of the less damaged or low priority levees would not be finished by the end of winter. Even now, engineers are still conducting levee inspections as they wait for water flow to return to normal by the end of the year.

The question of how to rebuild the damaged flood management system touched off on a number of other concerns.

“In this area, it is possible to go in and put in temporary (levee) structures and those temporary structures should be going in place now,” said Jose Cruz, a farmer from Callaway County who serves on the local levee district board. “Not be in a situation where we’re waiting on funding to do the whole thing.”

Cruz was one of a number of local farmers in attendance. And like many of his cohorts, Cruz voiced concern that the Corps may try to pressure or force landowners to give up property in the flood plain as a cheaper alternative to rebuilding existing levees as they were.

“This year’s flood shouldn’t be viewed as an opportunity to acquire more land for flood plain restoration,” said Dan Cassidy, chief administration officer for the Missouri Farm Bureau. “Farmers aren’t looking for a reason to sell. They are hoping to have some help keeping their land in production. If nothing else, federal agencies shouldn’t stand in the way.”

Although he left the door open to the possibility of buying out property owners in the flood plain, McMahon said the federal power of eminent domain would not be used to force owners to sell. He said that the there was “no plan, no scheme, no conspiracy, not intent to take away landowner’s property rights.”
Chinese cargo flight is a no-show again 

By Tim Logan tlogan@post-dispatch.com 314-340-8291 | Posted: Saturday, October 29, 2011 12:00 am
For the second week in a row, the Chinese aren't coming.

China Cargo has canceled its scheduled Monday freight flight to Lambert-St. Louis International Airport, airport officials said Friday, a move that raises serious concerns about the viability of Lambert's fledgling cargo hub project.

Last month the airline landed its first Shanghai-to-St. Louis cargo flight to great fanfare, then ran a second on Oct. 19. But now it has canceled the regularly scheduled Monday flight for the second consecutive week.

Lambert officials said they have not been told exactly why, but suspect there are two reasons: one local, one global.

Both cancellations have come since the collapse of the so-called Aerotropolis tax credits, a $60 million program to subsidize air exports from Missouri. It was intended to make cargo flights from Lambert cheaper than from competing cargo hubs like Chicago-O'Hare, but it died in the Legislature last week.

"We believe there is some correlation" between the tax credit demise and the canceled flights, said airport director Rhonda Hamm-Niebruegge.

But perhaps a bigger factor is the global economy.

Demand for air cargo has been weaker than expected this year, and while there's typically a fall rush ahead of the holidays, this fall it isn't panning out. International freight flown by Asian-based carriers was down 6.5 percent in September compared with last year, according to the Association of Asia Pacific Airlines. And Chinese aviation officials this week slashed their cargo forecast for the rest of 2011.

"It's not isolated to St. Louis," Hamm-Niebruegge said. "The air cargo market out of China is softer than expected and the impact is being felt across the world."

Still, the timing is tough for St. Louis.

Lambert and local business leaders have been talking with the Chinese for four years and call the hub project a potential game-changer for the region's economy. They had hoped to start with three flights a week but said they would build from one after the Aerotropolis bill fell apart. Meanwhile, Gov. Jay Nixon spent the week in China on a long-planned trade trip and was set to meet with aviation officials there.

It's unclear how that meeting went. Nixon canceled a conference call Wednesday with reporters because of scheduling conflicts, and his spokesman hasn't answered questions about the aviation meeting.

Nor is it clear what happens next. China Cargo has a two-year lease on a building and ramp space at Lambert, at a cost of $14,549 a month, but that doesn't mean they have to fly planes. As of Friday, Lambert had gotten no word on when the next flight would land.

"It's going to be a week-to-week thing at this point," said airport spokesman Jeff Lea.
Missouri ranks in bottom 10 for energy efficient states 

The report cited MU as a strong example in energy efficiency, particularly in research and development of innovative programs. Tags:

By Caroline Bauman, The Maneater
Published Oct. 28, 2011

The state of Missouri scored 8.5 out of a total 50 points, receiving a ranking of 44, in the fifth edition scorecard released by the American Council for an Energy-Efficient Economy last week.

The State Energy Efficiency Scorecard rates and evaluates states’ policies and programs regarding energy efficiency in commercial, residential and transportation sectors. 

Among the ratings, Missouri received zero points out of nine for transportation policies, two out of seven for state residential and commercial building energy codes and one out of three in utility efforts to address lost revenues and financial incentives that would encourage energy efficiency. 

“It is disappointing that Missouri is in the bottom 10 states in our country for energy efficiency,” said Rep. Jason Holsman, D-Kansas City, chairman of the Special Standing Committee on Renewable Energy. “The role of the Renewable Energy Committee in 2013 will be to work with utility companies as well as with our state’s largest consumers to improve that ranking.” 

Missouri lawmakers approved the Missouri Energy Efficiency Investment Act, SB376, in 2009, which allowed for electric companies to implement and recover costs associated with Public Service Commission approved energy efficiency programs. 

“While that legislation went into effect two years ago, we are still waiting for utility companies to take full advantage of that opportunity,” Holsman said. “Improving energy efficiency in the state represents the quickest and lowest hanging fruit to curb carbon emissions.” 

Rep. Zachary Wyatt, R-Green City, member of the Renewable Energy Committee, described SB376 as a policy that was difficult to enforce. 

“(The ACEEE) ranking is an obvious show of what the state isn’t doing,” Wyatt said. “I hope the committee can put teeth into the policy and have those standards enforced.” 

The Renewable Energy Committee will discuss suggested policies to further Missouri’s energy efficiency prior to the next legislative session an ACEEE study, Wyatt said. 

The report, published in August, was 10th in a series of state-level energy efficiency studies, according to the ACEEE website. The study stated that energy efficiency could save Missourian $6.1 billion in energy bills and could create 8,5000 new local jobs by 2050.

“We refer to states like Missouri as the Saudi Arabia of potential energy,” ACEEE Policy Director Suzanne Watson said. “There are huge resources that Missouri will hopefully tap into. It’s the cheapest thing to do, it creates more jobs and it helps the economy.” 

Watson partnered with Maggie Molina, ACEEE research manager in the policy program, to produce the study.

“Energy efficiency as a resource is hard to think about because it is not visible, but it is the cheapest resource,” said Molina, who was the lead author of the report. “It is a common sense solution and the state cannot afford to be left behind.”

The suggested energy efficiency policies could meet 17 percent of the state’s electricity needs by 2025 and 13 percent of natural gas needs, according to the study. Investments in efficiency policies and programs would also help to create new, high-quality jobs in construction, manufacturing and agriculture.

A suite of 10 policies was presented in the study, including categories such as building energy codes and enforcement and advanced new buildings initiatives. 

“The policies in the report each target a different sector of the economy,” Molina said. “It is a comprehensive set of strategies that work together.” 

The report cited MU as a strong example in energy efficiency, particularly in research and development of innovative programs. 

“The university has made large strides for energy efficiency,” Watson said. “It is presenting all kinds of potential for innovation.” 

Examples listed in the report included MU’s combined heat and power generating plant, a leader in biomass co-fired production, according to the report.

“Energy efficient policy may seem like it only pertains to the state legislature, but its something everyone on campus can choose to do,” Molina said. “Having leadership at the university could send an important signal to the rest of the state.” 

Governor praises Habitat project

By Josh LetnerThe Joplin Globe, Joplin GlobeSun Oct 30, 2011, 10:23 P
JOPLIN, Mo. — Gov. Jay Nixon on Sunday toured new homes under construction along South Kentucky Avenue as volunteers and families continued Habitat for Humanity’s Ten for Joplin project.

“It’s nice to see stuff coming up instead of going out,” he said.

Nixon, who has made many trips to Joplin in the wake of the May 22 tornado, toured several building sites, and visited with volunteers and families. He watched as volunteers nailed sheet goods to the roof of one home. Habitat house leader Earl Stutzman told Nixon that his crew was hurrying to finish sheeting the roof because shingles were to arrive early in the morning.

Nixon has worked to secure hundreds of millions of dollars in state and federal aid for a variety of recovery projects in Joplin. On Sunday, he was still feeling the effects of a trip to China in which he said he secured trade agreements totaling $4.6 billion in exports. He told Habitat organizers that he hadn’t had much sleep in the past few days.

As he toured the project, which calls for 10 houses to be constructed in 16 days, Nixon visited with several families who were working alongside volunteers to build their new homes. Six-year-old Aidan Cook told Nixon that he recognized him from a photo.

“You were wearing black,” Aidan said. “You’re the 55th governor.”

Thomas and Samantha Short told Nixon that they were prepared to cook Thanksgiving dinner on a barbecue grill if their home isn’t finished in time, and Anita and Steve Stokes told the governor that they are living in a garage that has been converted into a one-room apartment.

Nixon said that in his visits to Joplin, the spirit of the community continues to impress him.

“I’ve been inspired by the people here in Joplin from the very beginning,” he said. “Everybody has stayed calm and worked together, has stayed focused, and has respected each other. As I’ve said, folks in Joplin are easy to help because they’re working right along with you.”

Ken Klein, chairman of the board of Habitat for Humanity International, also was in town as part of the Ten for Joplin project.

“We know the need, and the need is far in excess of what’s being done here the next couple of weeks, but this is a start,” he said. “This will have a cathartic effect, not only on these neighborhoods and these families. It has an immense impact on the volunteers.”

He said more than 2,000 volunteers will take part in the project over the next two weeks.

Nixon said Habitat is a great example of faith in action.

“Habitat for Humanity has a solid mission,” he said. “People use their faith in action. They come from across the nation to give their time, and the families whose homes are being built are working on their own homes.”

Anita Stokes, who was working alongside the volunteers, said she has been impressed with Nixon’s response to the tornado.

“I really appreciate everything that he’s doing,” she said of Nixon’s efforts in Joplin. “From day one, when he was elected, wherever things are going on, he’s been there. He hasn’t sent somebody else. He’s been here a lot, and he’s been very helpful to make sure that things are going as promised and the way that it should be going.”

She said building her home and meeting the governor will be hard to top.

“When I get the keys to my house, that will beat it,” she said.
Governor meets with Joplin residents receiving Habitat for Humanity homes

By Laura Oberle, Columbia Missourian
October 30, 2011 | 7:27 p.m. CDT

JOPLIN — Gov. Jay Nixon met with Joplin residents who are receiving houses from Habitat for Humanity on Sunday afternoon.

Teams from Habitat for Humanity in Tulsa, Okla., and Joplin have joined efforts for the Ten for Joplin project, which aims to build 10 houses in 16 days for low-income families impacted by the tornado that hit Joplin on May 22. 

"Habitat for Humanity has a solid mission," Nixon said. "People use their faith in action."

Construction began on Saturday. The sound of hammers hitting nails echoed down Kentucky Avenue, where 10 frames stood just 24 hours later. 

Nixon walked up and down Kentucky Avenue, meeting with the site supervisors of each home and the families who will soon move into them.

Dozens of volunteers worked on each house. In addition to the many local volunteers, many came from Arkansas, Oklahoma, California, and Detroit.

"(Volunteers) come from all across the country to give their time, and the people whose homes are being built are working on their own homes, too," Nixon said. "It strengthens peoples' spirits to be able to work for others."

Zachary Cook, 8, carried around his stuffed dog named Puppy, a treasure the storm didn't take. The apartment Zachary lived in with his mother, Carrie, and 6-year-old brother, Aidan, was destroyed. 

Zachary said he can't sleep without Puppy, so the night of the tornado, his father walked the three miles from where the family had taken shelter to their destroyed apartment where he found the stuffed animal. 

For Zachary, Puppy is a sign of hope. 

"I got him back, and it made me very, very, very happy," Zachary said. "God always has a plan for everything." 

He and his brother were excited to meet the governor. As Aidan shook Nixon's hand, he jumped up and down so excitedly his hard hat fell off. 

Thomas and Sam Short have invited their friends and family to spend Thanksgiving in their new home.

Before the tornado, the Shorts lived on the corner of Cunningham Avenue and 23rd Street and now live in a FEMA trailer near the airport. 

Thomas Short shrugged his shoulders and laughed when the governor asked about their temporary home.

"It's a trailer park," he said. 

Sam Short invited the governor to Thanksgiving dinner.
Local Republicans hear gubernatorial hopefuls

By Susan Redden 

Joplin Globe Staff Writer 

JOPLIN, Mo. — The status quo under Democratic administrations was the target of criticism last week when gubernatorial hopefuls Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder and Bill Randles addressed members of the Jasper County Republican Central Committee.

Randles, an attorney from Kansas City, has declared his candidacy, and Kinder is expected to make an announcement in November. His timetable slowed after media reports that he had frequented a strip club in Illinois in the 1990s when he was serving as a state senator.

Kinder criticized Gov. Jay Nixon, a Democrat, for his support of initiatives from the Barack Obama administration, including health care reform. Kinder has filed a lawsuit to challenge the health care law.

“Missouri residents are overwhelmingly opposed; that’s why they passed the Health Care Freedom Act last August,” Kinder said in remarks before about 40 Republicans who attended the gathering on the third floor of the county courthouse in Carthage.

Kinder also noted the importance of Jasper County and Southwest Missouri as Republican strongholds that typically turn out big GOP majorities. Kinder, a native of Cape Girardeau, is an attorney who served 12 years in the state Senate before being elected lieutenant governor in 2004.

Randles told the group that he supports a flat tax to replace the current tax system. He also said he backs school choice, judicial reform and the elimination of public sector unions.

He also criticized regulations from the Obama administration, calling them “government power grabs in the name of environmentalism and anti-discrimination.”

Randles emphasized his humble beginnings in Arkansas, where his parents operated a roadside fruit stand. He graduated from Southwest Baptist University, received a master’s degree from Baylor University, and is a graduate of Harvard Law School.

LAWMAKER HONORED
State Rep. Tom Flanigan, R-Carthage, was honored recently for his support of public health agencies in the state.

Flanigan received the Legislative Friend of Public Health Award from the Missouri Association of Local Public Health Agencies at the recent annual conference of the group.

Flanigan is a member of the House Budget Committee and chairman of the Appropriations Committee on Health, Mental Health and Social Services. He received the honor for raising concerns about funding for local public health agencies. During the 2011 legislative session, he supported funding for public health agencies at a time when funding for many other programs was being reduced. His actions led to local agencies receiving level funding.

“With so many competing interests, the budget process is not an easy one,” Flanigan said. “But it is relatively easy to be supportive of local initiatives that are better able to focus on the consumer.”

The award recognizes a legislator or staff member of a legislator who has worked to improve public health by supporting legislation and/or budget initiatives that strengthen public health systems in Missouri. Tony Moehr, administrator of the Jasper County Health Department, nominated Flanigan for the recognition.
Parents slow to give up on struggling Imagine schools 

BY ELISA CROUCH • ecrouch@post-dispatch.com > 314-340-8119 | Posted: Monday, October 31, 2011 12:15 am
ST. LOUIS • As a former teacher, Louis Jones grew frustrated as she watched her grandsons struggle at their district school in the College Hill neighborhood.

They weren't being challenged, Jones said, and they acted up in class. "I wanted something better," she said.

She enrolled the three of them at Imagine Academy of Academic Success, a charter school that opened in 2007 across the street from her house. She says the school, with its girls-only and boys-only classrooms, has provided a good fit for her grandsons.

"The teachers are excellent," she said.

That kind of endorsement has helped the Virginia-based Imagine Schools Inc. persuade thousands of parents and grandparents to enroll their children at its six charter schools in St. Louis. Imagine has done so year after year despite those schools posting among the worst standardized exam scores in the city.

The popularity of the schools — even amid overall academic failure — expose what many regard as a paradox, one that shakes the very premise of charter schools.

Advocates of charter schools promised accountability when the independent public schools first came to St. Louis more than a decade ago.

Parents, they said, would simply abandon schools that didn't produce results. And charter school sponsors would swiftly exercise their authority to shutter failing charters.

But for the most part, neither has happened with the schools that Imagine operates in St. Louis.

Imagine is filling classrooms in the city, reporting an enrollment of 3,800 students — a population larger than some area suburban school districts.

Meanwhile, Missouri Baptist University — which sponsors and oversees Imagine schools in St. Louis — has only recently begun to set rigid timetables for demanding improvement.

Sponsors of charter schools in Missouri have resisted closing poor-performing charter schools, or even putting them on probation, out of fear of costly litigation. As a result, some charter schools may fail academically for years before any corrective steps are taken.

"Charter schools are supposed to be another option," said Rep. Tishaura Jones, D-St. Louis, a critic of Imagine who calls for stronger oversight laws. Yet, "they're allowed to continuously give poor results."

Parents and grandparents loyal to Imagine schools call such criticism unfair. They say their children show improvements that speak louder than any state test score.

But the pressure to take action against the schools is building.

Imagine has already come under fire in other states where it operates schools. In Georgia, the school board in Cobb County last month voted to close an Imagine school, citing financial problems and poor test scores. In Florida, Imagine Schools of West Melbourne has one year to improve after receiving an 'F' from the state.

In September, St. Louis Mayor Francis Slay called for the closure of Imagine's schools here. Despite the Imagine schools' popularity with some parents, they aren't cutting it, he said.

"In the end, if the kids aren't learning, then there's a problem," Slay said.

That condemnation is shared by others who cite Imagine's failures as justification for rewriting charter school laws.

Complaints also have poured into the Missouri Department of Elementary and Secondary Education from former Imagine employees and disgruntled parents.

And now, Missouri Baptist is gathering the documentation it needs to potentially take action.

MAKING PROGRESS
Parents hear about Imagine schools at fairs and at church rallies, from ads on the sides of buses and from their neighbors. Some are initially drawn to the impressive buildings and Imagine's bright logo with the sunshine.

Enrollment targets are met almost annually at Imagine Academy of Environmental Science and Math, a school with an indoor fish pond and nature exhibits in hallways.

But those aspects aren't what keep parents returning to Imagine schools.

About a dozen parents invited by Imagine to discuss their experience said they are concerned about the low test scores. But they see their own children making academic gains. They like the schools' warm environment, the teachers, and how administrators listen to their concerns.

"If I need to talk to the principal or teachers, I can reach them at any time," said Rhevonda Gamblin. Her daughter is in her senior year at Imagine College Preparatory Academy.

According to Imagine Schools Inc., 68 percent to 88 percent of students at its schools last year returned to those same schools this fall.

"Parents choose where they feel their children are comfortable," said Sam Howard, executive vice president of Imagine Schools. "We provide an environment that is warm, an environment that is stimulating, and an environment where there is learning."

For the most part, children at Imagine schools come from low-income families that cannot afford private school tuition. Until the first charter schools opened in the city in 2000, their options were a school in the city's struggling school system, or the limited number of slots available in county schools to African-American children as part of the desegregation agreement.

Frustrated with the lack of options, Maxine Johnson began home-schooling one of her daughters. Then she turned to charter schools — the now-defunct Ethel Hedgeman Lyle Academy, and later, Imagine College Preparatory Academy, where her daughter graduated in 2009.

At Imagine, "I saw her begin to really thrive," Johnson said.

Imagine executives point to the graduation rate at Imagine College Prep as a crown jewel achievement — 92.5 percent, according to the state. Eighty percent of those graduates were entering a 2-year or 4-year college or university.

But not all parents at Imagine schools are happy.

Felicia Campbell took her daughter out of Academic Success two years ago. Among other things, she was frustrated that teachers frequently had to buy their own supplies, she said, due to a lack of basic classroom resources.

"It was down to the point they didn't have pencils," said Campbell, whose sixth-grader now attends KIPP Inspire Academy, another charter school. "They didn't have paper."

CREATING A PAPER TRAIL
Few people have as big a say in the fate of Imagine Schools in St. Louis as Jim French.

As chairman of the education division at Missouri Baptist University, French has the most direct role in helping the university oversee the charter schools — as well as determining whether the university should close the schools for poor academics.

French said he and others at Missouri Baptist have considered probation for the six Imagine schools.

But the university needed documentation — the kind of documentation that could push the schools to either get better or close. The kind of records that Missouri Baptist has since compiled, committing Imagine to meet school improvement plans.

"I needed the signatures on there to say they saw it, they knew it, and they knew what they needed to do," French said. "We had to lay it out."

Now that those benchmarks are in place, French said, the Imagine schools must demonstrate improvement by mid-November or face probation.

"I'm going to have the university's legal advice in it," French said. "The president's going to make decisions too."

That reluctance isn't unusual for charter school sponsors.

"It's fear of litigation," said Doug Thaman, executive director of the Missouri Public Charter School Association. "It's fear of bad press. I know in some situations sponsors wrestle with the idea of closing a school that may not be performing but is still considered to be better than the other options available to those families."

Missouri Baptist has experience with the turmoil of charter school closings.

The university, based in Creve Coeur, began sponsoring St. Louis charter schools in 2006 when it agreed to replace Harris-Stowe State University as the sponsor of Ethel Hedgeman Lyle Academy, managed at the time by Imagine Schools Inc.

The following year, the founders of Ethel Hedgeman fought to sever ties with Imagine over money and enrollment, and finally did so in 2009. By the following year, the school was in such disarray the university's president said student safety was at risk and revoked the school's charter. Without a charter, a charter school cannot draw state funds to operate.

In five years, Missouri Baptist's role as a sponsor has evolved from a supporter to that of an overseer. It evaluates the schools every two years. Last year it used almost $344,000 from the state to offset the costs related to sponsoring the Imagine schools. The university's charter school staff have offices in Imagine Academy of Environmental Science and Math, 1008 South Spring Avenue.

Nevertheless, the university has been accused of being slow to get tough on its charter schools, and on Imagine Schools in particular.

In 2009 and 2010, the university accepted monetary donations from Dennis W. and Eileen Bakke, co-founders of Imagine Schools. The couple is listed in the university's MBU Magazine as donors of $5,000 to $49,999 both years.

The university would not release the exact amount of the donations. However, university spokesman Bryce Chapman said contributions from both years were closer to the $5,000 range and were part of a $10 million campaign.

Missouri law prohibits sponsors from accepting such gifts if strings are attached. Chapman said the Bakke donations came with no conditions.

"They certainly do not impede our ability to have a partnership with Imagine Schools," he said of the contributions. "There is no conflict in terms of how we sponsor those schools."

In 2010, Imagine Schools contributed $5,000 to Rep. Mike McGhee's senatorial campaign. The Republican legislator from Odessa, Mo., was serving as a board member at Imagine Renaissance Academy in Kansas City. As other board members were fighting to cut the school's ties with Imagine, and were successful in June, McGhee fought to keep Imagine as operator of the school's two campuses.

PRESSURE BUILDING
Missouri law gives sponsors the sole authority to revoke a school's charter. The state education department can pressure sponsors, but has no direct control over the schools.

This comes as a source of frustration to some in the Missouri Department of Elementary and Secondary Education, as the department fields complaints about Imagine schools.

In February, the department alerted sponsors whose charter schools were performing worse than their home school districts. The next month, the state sent letters to nine charter schools in St. Louis, six of them Imagine schools, notifying principals that their schools were in financial distress.

Rep. Jones said she plans to reintroduce next year tougher charter school legislation — a bill identical to one last legislative session. Her proposed measure would require charter schools to have performance contracts, and would allow the Board of Education to close a school not measuring up. It also would give the board authority to suspend a sponsor.

Thaman, of the Missouri Charter Public School Association, said any new law also needs to protect sponsors from litigation if they take action against failing charter schools.

"Supports need to be in place for sponsors to be able to hold schools accountable effectively," he said.

The pressure to take action against Imagine schools worries parent William Neal Sr., who believes his daughter may have ended up on the streets were it not for her experience at the schools. In 2009, she was attending Hazelwood East High School, had run away from her mother's home twice and was involved with gangs, Neal said. He heard about Imagine schools at a church rally and enrolled his daughter, who now lives with him.

"Now she's a B student," Neal said. "I throw my hands up and thank God."
Pseudoephedrine sales jump in cities near St. Charles County

BY MARK SCHLINKMANN • mschlinkmann@post-dispatch.com > 636-255-7203 | Posted: Monday, October 31, 2011 12:15 am
Sales of over-the-counter cold medications containing the key ingredient used to make methamphetamine surged last month in three St. Louis County cities bordering St. Charles County, which on Aug. 30 began requiring prescriptions for the products.

A statewide database showed sales at pharmacies in Bridgeton jumped by 81 percent last month compared with August. The increases in Maryland Heights and Chesterfield were 59 percent and 51 percent, respectively.

During the same period, sales in all of St. Louis County increased by about 25 percent and across Missouri by about 7 percent.

The statistics were released by Sgt. Jason Grellner of the Franklin County Sheriff's Department, who has been pushing for prescription requirements across the state to try to crack down on meth.

Grellner contends that meth-makers from St. Charles County are responsible for most of the buying surge across the county line.

But Robert Elfinger, a spokesman for the Walgreens chain, attributed the sales increase to law-abiding St. Charles County residents.

"Our pharmacy staffs at these locations believe what's likely occurring is that patients with allergies and seasonal illnesses are traveling to their locations to purchase their medicine rather than making a doctor's appointment to get a prescription," Elfinger said.

Joy Krieger — executive director of the St. Louis chapter of the Asthma and Allergy Foundation of America, which opposes prescription requirements — said another factor likely is the flaring up of allergies for some people when the weather changes. Ragweed and pollen season runs from Aug. 15 through October, said Dr. Susan Berdy, a local allergist. The Consumer Healthcare Products Association, which represents pharmaceutical companies, said sales of all types of cold and cough remedies peak in the fall and spring.

The biggest increase among the stores in the three cities was at the Walgreens at 12345 St. Charles Rock Road in Bridgeton. Grellner said 1,281 packages of products with pseudoephedrine or ephedrine were sold there in September — almost twice as many as the 652 in August.

Other sharp increases were at the Walmart in Chesterfield Valley (815 packages in September from 533 in August); the Walgreens on Long Road in Chesterfield (750 packages from 365) and the Walgreens on Dorsett Road in Maryland Heights (884 packages from 566.)

Sales also soared in Troy, in Lincoln County on St. Charles County's northern border. A Walgreens there sold 818 packages last month, up from 434 in August.

Across St. Louis County there were variations in the percentage of sales increases. The percentage increase in several areas exceeded the 25 percent countywide total but were not as pronounced as in Bridgeton, Maryland Heights and Chesterfield.

For example, pseudoephedrine sales went up by about 41 percent in the Creve Coeur area and about 37 percent in Brentwood. A few stores scattered throughout the area had higher rates of increase.

The St. Charles County ordinance, which includes cities and unincorporated areas, was passed by the County Council in July at the request of Sheriff Tom Neer. The county became the most populous jurisdiction in Missouri with a prescription mandate, joining about 45 smaller areas. Among the others are Franklin County and the cities of Wildwood, Ellisville, Eureka, Festus, Crystal City and De Soto. A prescription requirement in Troy went into effect Oct. 1.

Lt. Craig McGuire, a spokesman for Neer, said it's too soon to know whether the prescription requirement will cut down on meth labs in St. Charles County as Neer and others hope. The county ranked second statewide to Jefferson County in meth lab incidents from January through August.

Grellner, the incoming president of the Missouri Narcotics Officers Association, said the new sales statistics could help make the case for expanding the prescription requirement to other areas.

However, officials in Bridgeton, Maryland Heights and Chesterfield said prescription requirements haven't been seriously considered in those cities.

"At this point in time, I don't know that it causes me concern," Chesterfield Mayor Bruce Geiger said of the sales statistics. "I'm not surprised that they've gone up, especially in the valley. We have a significant number of people from St. Charles County who work and shop in the valley."

Geiger and Capt. Ed Nestor, a spokesman for Chesterfield police, said their city hasn't had a large meth problem — statements echoed by police in Maryland Heights and Bridgeton.

Nestor said the statistics are interesting but that additional analysis is needed to see if there are other fluctuations in sales in other months.

Grellner said the database, which began operating last fall, has shown sales statewide between about 135,000 and 145,000 packages each month. Lt. Steve James, commander of Bridgeton police's detective bureau, said the department has a good working relationship with Walgreens and "if they think there's a problem" with suspicious cold-pill buyers, they would be in contact.

Bridgeton's mayor, Conrad Bowers, said it would make more sense to adopt a prescription requirement statewide or in all of St. Louis County than to do it piecemeal city by city. Efforts in the Legislature to pass a statewide law have failed repeatedly.

Mac Scott, a spokesman for St. Louis County Executive Charlie A. Dooley, said officials in his administration have had "ongoing conversations" about whether to seek a countywide prescription requirement but haven't made a decision.

St. Louis County Police Chief Tim Fitch said he prefers a statewide or nationwide prescription requirement and is neutral on whether the county should adopt one. He said he would support it if adopted by the County Council.

He said he believed that at least some of the increase in pseudoephedrine sales in Bridgeton, Maryland Heights and Chesterfield was due to meth-makers from St. Charles County. He said that had happened previously at stores in Fenton after prescription requirements were passed for parts of Jefferson County.

"It's a fact that we are getting in St. Louis County additional customers for this product that are not using it to address the common cold," Fitch said. "They are clearly buying this for illegal purposes."

Supporters of such laws say requiring prescriptions severely limit the ability of meth producers to obtain pseudoephedrine.

Opponents say law-abiding citizens are inconvenienced unfairly by prescription requirements and some pay more by having to see a physician. Among opponents are the Missouri Pharmacy Association and the Consumer Healthcare Products Association.

They argue that the new statewide database tracking sales should be given more time to help police find meth-makers. Grellner says the database is ineffective and that a current state law limiting how many cold pills a person can buy per month hasn't kept them from meth-makers who send people store to store.
Mo. cold weather rule for utilities taking effect 
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- A rule that prohibits many utilities from cutting off heat to Missouri homes in cold weather takes effect this week.

The Public Service Commission's cold weather rule bars the shut-off of natural gas or electricity to customers with overdue bills when subfreezing temperatures are expected. It applies to gas and electric companies regulated by the agency.

The cold weather rule will be in effect from Tuesday through the end of March. For customers who've already had their electricity or gas shut off, the rule provides more lenient payment terms to get service reconnected.

More E. coli found in St. Louis-area outbreak

BY TIM BRYANT • tbryant@post-dispatch.com > 314-340-8206 | Posted: Monday, October 31, 2011 12:15 am
An investigation of suspected food-borne illnesses is turning up more signs of E. coli in an outbreak that has sickened about two dozen people in the St. Louis area.

The Missouri Department of Health and Senior Services said Sunday that, so far, 24 of 34 specimens examined have tested positive for shiga toxin, a byproduct of E. coli. Completing the tests could take several more days.

E. coli are a group of bacteria that can cause diarrhea, urinary tract infections, respiratory illness and pneumonia. The illness can be spread through consumption of contaminated food.

A team of the department's epidemiologists, disease investigators and food-safety experts is working with local and federal investigators to identify the cause of the reported illnesses, the department said.

Public health officials said anyone experiencing gastrointestinal symptoms--including severe stomach cramps, diarrhea or nausea--should seek medical attention.
Nixon mum about Mizzou move to SEC

BY VAHE GREGORIAN • vgregorian@post-dispatch.com > 314-340-8199 | Posted: Monday, October 31, 2011 12:05 am
JOPLIN, MO. • Back less than 24 hours from China, Missouri Gov. Jay Nixon was weary and seemed vulnerable Sunday night to breaking his public silence on the ongoing Mizzou realignment issue.

"I just think anything else I say at this point ... I'll let others ... I might be too quotable," he said, laughing and catching himself repeatedly as he tried to give the "no comment" he knew he was supposed to give after the Mizzou-Missouri Southern basketball game.

Suffice to say, Nixon's strategy has changed since he was more candid in 2010 regarding MU's hopes of joining the Big Ten. His criticism of other Big 12 institutions in the context of the Big Ten was a point of controversy at the Big 12 office and even was referred to by Nebraska as a destabilizing element in the conference when it later left.

And now?

"I'm a fan," he said Sunday, "I don't run the athletic department."

Still, he lingered among reporters. Told he was getting close to saying something pertinent, Nixon playfully said, "Yeah, I know," but contained himself.

Earlier, MU athletics director Mike Alden repeated the stance he gave Saturday at Texas A&M, that he had no knowledge of MU's time frame for announcing a realignment decision.

MU and the Southeastern Conference are in negotiations. The Big 12 in a news release Friday omitted Mizzou from a list of schools it expects to be members in 2012.
McCaskill expands veterans’ survey program
Missouri News Horizon, JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. — More veterans will get a chance to sound off on their treatment in Missouri’s veterans’ hospitals.

Sen. Claire McCaskill Saturday will announce that she is expanding her Veterans Customer Satisfaction Program to the Harry S Truman Memorial Veterans’ Hospital in Columbia. The program provides a confidential opportunity for patients to provide feedback on the care they receive at the facilities.

The results of the surveys are compiled periodically and provided to the Department of Veterans Affairs.

McCaskill’s office started the survey program after a number of problems – including botched medical procedures and poor patient care – came to light at the John Cochran Veterans Administration Medical Center in St. Louis in 2010. Earlier this year, McCaskill’s office started the program in the Kansas City area. Columbia will be third facility with the survey program.
KC’s Veterans Affairs Medical Center gets high marks in McCaskill survey

By DAVE HELLING
The Kansas City Star 

An informal survey of veterans receiving care at the Kansas City Veterans Affairs Medical Center showed strong satisfaction with the facility, Sen. Claire McCaskill said Friday. 

Of the 88 veterans who received care over a three-month period this summer, only 2.6 percent rated the experience as below average or poor. The veterans — who served in conflicts ranging from World War II to Afghanistan — also gave the center high marks for cleanliness, communication and respect shown by staff members.

“Most hospitals would be very satisfied with those kinds of numbers,” McCaskill said at a news conference at the World War I Museum at Liberty Memorial. “Not that we can’t all work to do better.”

More than 93 percent of veterans who returned a survey said they would recommend the Kansas City VA facility to other veterans. “I have received consistently excellent care at all of the clinics and facilities used,” one veteran wrote. 

McCaskill asked for the surveys after reports of concerns at the VA facility in St. Louis. There were also reports of problems at the Kansas City center several years ago.

The study was not scientific. In fact, the 88 responses represent a very small fraction of the 46,000 veterans treated by the Kansas City VA Medical Center each year, McCaskill conceded.

Vietnam veteran D.J. Coyle said some veterans may have not responded to the survey because they feared reprisal for filing a negative review. But the vast majority, he said, think the facility is top-notch.

“No VA hospital — no private hospital — is going to get a grade of 100 percent,” Coyle said. “But our VA hospital, I think, should get an A-plus.” 

McCaskill said she would resist efforts to balance the federal budget by cutting benefits to current military veterans. But she would look at cuts in benefits for new recruits as a way to reduce federal spending.
Sen. McCaskill gives veterans a chance to voice their opinions

By Cassidy Richardson, Columbia Missourian
October 29, 2011 | 4:03 p.m. CDT

McCaskill announced that she is expanding the Veterans Customer Satisfaction Program to Truman Veterans Hospital in Columbia

COLUMBIA — Local veterans will get a chance to speak up about the treatment they receive at Truman Veterans Hospital through the Veterans Customer Satisfaction Program.

Sen. Claire McCaskill announced Saturday that she is expanding the program to Columbia to ensure that veterans receive the quality care they deserve.

Veterans can take the survey for the next 90 days. At the end of the survey period, McCaskill’s office will present the results and recommendations to administrators at the hospital, who will address any issues within 30 days.

After 30 days, the process will start again, and the results of each survey will be compared to monitor improvement, McCaskill said. 

“This will be a continuing, rolling process,” McCaskill said. “It’s almost like a report card being given every three months.”

McCaskill’s office created the program a year ago in response to complaints about the John Cochran Veterans Affairs Medical Center in St. Louis. The major issue was concerns of unsanitary equipment.

VA announced in 2010 that nearly 2,000 veterans were potentially exposed to HIV and hepatitis at John Cochran due to improperly sterilized dental equipment.

McCaskill said a major difference between the first survey and the second survey was the willingness of those surveyed to recommend the facility to other veterans. This has increased from 58 percent of veterans saying they would recommend others to seek treatment at John Cochran to 81 percent. The perceived respect shown to veterans increased from 70 percent to 88 percent, she said. 

Kimberly Tatham, the state commander representing Disabled American Veterans in Missouri, said there does not seem to be as much room for improvement at Truman Veterans Hospital.

Tatham stayed at the hospital for a week recently, after making rounds at John Cochran, and was impressed with everything from the restrooms to the amount of respect the staff showed veterans.

Even the smallest amount of improvement, said Tatham, is encouraging and will make the program worthwhile to veterans.

McCaskill said the only additional cost to the government is the time her staff spends working on the program. Her office devises the surveys with help from volunteer organizations, prints the surveys and processes the results.

Part of the reason the program is so successful, McCaskill said, is that it is a way to provide communication between the administrators and the veterans without going through bureaucratic red tape.

McCaskill, while hopeful other senators will adopt the program for their states, does not want to see the program go national. Once something becomes a national initiative, she said, somebody “creates a payroll” and “finds new ways to mess it up.”

McCaskill’s program is in St. Louis, Kansas City and Columbia.

AmeriCorps, instrumental in tornado recovery, faces potential cuts

By Roger McKinney 
Joplin Globe Staff Writer 

JOPLIN, Mo. — A bronzed AmeriCorps helmet is part of a new monument at Cunningham Park dedicated to the volunteers who helped Joplin recover from the May 22 tornado.

Despite what it has accomplished in Joplin and elsewhere, the agency is facing a potential threat.

A draft bill released by the House Appropriations Committee on Sept. 29 would result in the elimination of several programs, including AmeriCorps.

At this point, it is just in draft form, and a companion bill in the Senate would maintain AmeriCorps funding at its current level. Yet the bill has caught the attention of AmeriCorps supporters, especially those who have seen its members at work in Joplin since May 22.

Sam Anselm, Joplin assistant city manager, said in an email that he couldn’t speak more highly of the program since the tornado and that he would be proud someday to see his own children participate in it.

“AmeriCorps is a program that simply works, and works well,” Anselm wrote. “I think it would be a bad decision to cut their funding or eliminate the program. I hope it doesn’t happen.”

He wrote that AmeriCorps members have helped in every aspect of the tornado recovery and continue to do so.

“I can’t tell you how far along we would be in recovery without their help, but the success story that is Joplin is owed in no small part to AmeriCorps’ efforts,” he wrote.

The draft bill includes fiscal year 2012 funding for programs within the Labor, Health and Human Services, Education and related departments. It would cut funding for the Corporation for National and Community Service from around $1 billion to $280 million.

“The bill includes $280 million for CNCS, which will support the National Senior Volunteer Programs within CNCS and provides funding for the orderly elimination of other programs” including AmeriCorps, reads a news release from the House Appropriations Committee.

The news release notes proposed cuts of $4 billion from current spending.

“To protect critical programs and services that many Americans rely on — especially in this time of fiscal crisis — the bill takes decisive action to cut duplicative, inefficient and wasteful spending to help get these agency budgets onto sustainable footing,” said Rep. Hal Rogers, R-Ky., chairman of the Appropriations Committee, in the news release.

U.S. Rep. Billy Long, R-Mo., in an email, said he hasn’t decided what his position is.

“The bill is still a draft and in committee, so it is too early to speculate,” he wrote. “However, with our government spending 42 percent more than they take in, it is important we take a look at all programs to make sure we are spending all taxpayer dollars wisely.”

U.S. Rep. Lynn Jenkins, R-Kan., didn’t respond to the Globe’s request for her position.

U.S. Rep. Jo Ann Emerson, R-Mo., the only member of the Missouri congressional delegation who is on the Appropriations Committee, also didn’t respond to the Globe’s request.

‘DISAPPOINTING’

“It’s obviously disappointing and unfortunate,” John Gomperts, national director of AmeriCorps, said of the draft bill.

Gomperts said in a phone interview that the bill is the first step, and AmeriCorps’ funding has been threatened in the past. He said he’s confident that Congress won’t eliminate AmeriCorps.

“We hope and expect this won’t be the end of the story,” he said.

Gomperts, Anselm and others provided a long list of activities in which AmeriCorps members have been involved since they arrived early on May 23 in Joplin. Since then, more than 250 AmeriCorps members from eight states have been to Joplin.

The volunteers that AmeriCorps members have supervised in Joplin have put in 524,463 hours of service, valued at $8.1 million.

“Since Katrina in 2005, AmeriCorps has developed a real expertise in disaster response,” Gomperts said. “We know that when disaster strikes, Americans rush towards trouble.”

In the early stages of their work in Joplin, members cleared debris and established a volunteer reception center, taking busloads of volunteers to the disaster area. AmeriCorps has maintained a homeowner database and handled requests for assistance. Members have worked with demolition crews. They work closely with state and local governments, churches and other nonprofit groups, and AmeriCorps crews from other states.

They have coordinated donations, supervised volunteer groups in the field and tracked volunteer hours so they can count toward the city’s 25 percent funding match to the Federal Emergency Management Agency.

More recently, members have been assisting with rebuilding projects, and distributing and planting trees.

“Our main goal is to help the city in every way that we can,” said Quinn Gardner, Joplin operation coordinator for AmeriCorps.

MEMBER’S PERSPECTIVE
One of the AmeriCorps members in Joplin is Chad Angell, from the Dallas, Texas, area. He said his college major was in emergency preparedness and disaster response. He also enjoys conservation and forestry, so he said AmeriCorps was a good fit.

Angell said he was in charge of transporting volunteers to the disaster area in the first two weeks after the tornado. On a second trip, he worked on volunteer databases. After traveling to work in Montana, he is now back in Joplin doing administrative work. He said things are calmer now, but there is still a good flow of volunteers, especially on weekends.

Angell said many of the volunteers were people who themselves had survived the tornado. He said he’s astounded that volunteers have come from all over the nation.

“It’s been amazing,” Angell said of his experience. “The people here are very great. There are people out there who still care.”

Amanda Shelton, of Joplin, is a member of the Missouri Community Service Commission, which administers the 24 AmeriCorps programs in the state, and reviews and awards grants.

“The commission is very involved and in tune to what AmeriCorps does,” she said.

She said AmeriCorps has bipartisan support in the state. Its members were deployed to flooded areas in eastern Missouri in addition to Joplin.

“We’ve seen the numbers,” Shelton said. “We’ve seen the impact.”

Anna Maura Connolly, campaign director for Save Service in America, said she thinks the threat to AmeriCorps and the Corporation for National and Community Service is very real. Save Service in America is a coalition of volunteer and service groups.

“As far as we can tell, the House is very serious about it,” Connolly said. “On a couple of fronts, it would be devastating for the country.”

She said that in times of economic stress, AmeriCorps provides a low-cost work force.

“I think the consequences of this kind of decision are very real for communities,” she said.

‘AHA MOMENTS’
Gomperts, the AmeriCorps director, said that when public officials see AmeriCorps crews in action, it results in “aha moments.”

“Part of the dynamic that will happen is there are certain people who have never had the occasion to intersect with AmeriCorps volunteers,” Gomperts said. “When they do, it can’t but change your view on the value of that investment.”

He included in that category state Rep. Charlie Davis, R-Webb City. Davis wrote an Oct. 19 letter to AmeriCorps officials thanking them and praising the efforts of AmeriCorps crews in Joplin.

“I just KNEW it was a bunch of ‘kids’ looking for a handout from the government,” Davis wrote. “Boy, was I wrong. I haven’t seen such hard-working ‘kids’ in my life with a passion to help people.”

Davis said by phone that he also was sponsoring a resolution in the Missouri House honoring AmeriCorps.

As for continuing to fund the program, he said everything should be on the table.

“For Joplin, they were a great blessing,” he said. He said Joplin may have accomplished what it has without AmeriCorps, but it would have been difficult.

He said he would like to see AmeriCorps funded at some level, but that will be a decision for Congress.

Other targets
The draft bill from the House Appropriations Committee also would result in ending the Social Innovation Fund, the Volunteer Generation Fund, and Learn and Serve America.
Shoppers may dodge tax online

Online retailers that don't charge tax have edge, some say.

JOPLIN -- 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.

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.

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. Sen. Roy Blunt, R-Mo., declined to comment but U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill, through her spokesman, John LaBombard, 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.

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

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

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 about 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.
Bill would cut back new emission regulations on cement manufacturers

Monday, October 31, 2011
By Melissa Miller ~ Southeast Missourian 

A bill making its way through Congress would roll back new EPA regulations on cement manufacturers to preserve jobs and help companies avoid expensive equipment upgrades to control emissions. 

House Resolution 2681, known as the Cement Sector Regulatory Act, recently passed the House of Representatives. The measure requires the EPA administrator to develop more realistic and achievable regulations within 15 months, supporters say. 

In September 2010, the EPA published new performance standards for cement kilns, and last March, it published two additional rules. 

Because it uses cleaner-burning hazardous waste in addition to coal, the cement kiln at Buzzi Unicem in Cape Girardeau is not subject to the regulations targeted by the legislation. 

"They won't affect us right now, but it's only a matter of time before they amend our regulations and make them more stringent," said Paul Schell, environmental engineer at Buzzi Unicem. "It will have a trickle-down effect eventually." 

Buzzi Unicem's Festus, Mo., plant will be affected if the new regulations are imposed because its primary fuel is petroleum. 

"It will affect us companywide," Schell said. "With the recent downturn in the economy, we've already closed one plant and idled others. Buzzi Unicem has about eight plants in the U.S. that are currently operating. One other plant we have in Greencastle, Ind., is burning waste fuel also. The rest of them will be affected by these new regulations." 

Stricter standards come at a time when cement production in the U.S. has already slowed as a result of the recent recession and sluggish construction industry. 

Schell said the Cape Girardeau plant's production is 80 to 90 percent of what it was before the economic downturn. About 175 people work at the Cape Girardeau facility. 

Rep. Jo Ann Emerson, a Cape Girardeau Republican who voted for House Resolution 2681, said the regulatory reach of the EPA has gone far beyond what is reasonable and will damage the national manufacturing economy. 

"Six U.S. plants would be forced to spend in excess of $100 million each on compliance with the new regulation. It doesn't take much thought to figure out that the management of these plants would rather shut down or idle their facility rather than spend that kind of money," she said. "Overseas companies looking to do business in the U.S. would think twice before locating their operations here." 

Schell criticized the methods used by the EPA to set the new standards. 

"The way the EPA has gone about coming up with these limits. They've looked at the best performing, cleanest cement plants in the country on a pollutant by pollutant basis and set the limit based on that," he said. "They've passed limits that not a single cement plant in the U.S. can comply with all of the emissions standards simultaneously." 

One cement kiln might be able to meet sulfur dioxide limits but not the nitrogen oxide limits, while another might be able to meet the particulate matter limits but not the mercury limits, Schell said. 

"Every single cement plant in the U.S. is looking at installing costly control devices to control some type of pollutant. On some of the older plants, it may not even be worth putting that much money into a plant and they would just shut it down," he said. 

The EPA itself estimates the Cement Maximum Achievable Control Technology Rule alone will cost $2.2 billion to implement. 

Emerson accused the EPA of "runaway regulation" at the expense of jobs and prosperity in rural communities. 

"I'm very glad the House of Representatives is providing a counterargument to this kind of runaway regulation and I hope members of our U.S. Senate take up these measures with the same enthusiasm for limiting government reach and helping our economy," she said. 

The bill is awaiting Senate action. The Obama administration strongly opposes HR 2681, which it says would undermine public health protection under the Clean Air Act. 
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 Department of Conservation warning against a new invasive species: zombies

October 31, 2011 By Mike Lear

Those familiar with the cultural phenomenon of the zombie may think of it in a number of ways. It’s undead, shambling, and it’s trying to eat you. The Department of Conservation is offering a new way to view zombies: as an invasive species.

Spokesman Joe Jerek says they fit the definition. Zombies are not native to Missouri (if anywhere), they have no natural predators to keep their population growth under control, and they wreak havoc on the state’s natural environment.

The Department is using the popularity of the monster to draw attention to some of its more standard messages. Its webpage entitled, “Flesh Afield,” ties zombies to topics like forestry, hunter safety and ways to avoid more real-world invasive species like the algae didymo, or “rock snot.” For example, it has this to say about tree stand safety:

The Conservation Department says tree stand safety is important in eluding zombies. Courtesy: Missouri Department of Conservation.

“A tree stand is a readily defensible position, but keep in mind that free-standing tree stands can be toppled by a small pack of zombies. Follow manufacturers’ instructions when setting up your stand. There are unconfirmed reports that some zombies may be capable of climbing tree stands.

Always practice proper tree stand safety and wear a safety harness. Falling from a tree stand can injure you or make you dead. Falling from a tree stand into the gaping maw of a zombie can make you undead.”

Jerek says the idea came from the Centers for Disease Control, who in May posted a blog on preparing for a zombie apocalypse. As Health Communication Specialist Maggie Silver explains, many of the ways someone might prepare for the fictional event overlap with how one can prepare for more real-world scenarios, such as earthquakes, hurricanes and tornadoes.

The Conservation Department wanted to have fun with the message without getting out of hand. It does not refer to things like how to dispatch zombies. Suggesting things like shooting a zombie conflict with its messages of hunter safety, and never pointing a firearm at a human being.

It does, however, suggest the public avoid cauliflower fields. Jerek says zombies might be attracted there due to the resemblance between those flowering heads and the creature’s preferred food, brains.
House creates committee to look into Mamtek

October 30, 2011 By Allison Blood

The House and Senate now both have committees on Governmental Accountability, both charged with looking into what happened to the Mamtek sweetener plant in Moberly.

Representative Jay Barnes (R-Jefferson City) Photo courtesy of House Communications

In a time of budget cuts, the House Committee on Governmental Accountability says it wants to make sure no taxpayer dollar goes wasted. Committee Chair Jay Barnes says his committee is staffed by some of the most knowledgeable House members on the budget, like Budget Chair Ryan Silvey and Chris Kelly. Barnes says both of them are very thorough in their questioning, which could mean a lot of long meetings.

Barnes says his committee’s goal is not to craft legislation, but just to look at all the facts and hear from all the interested parties before making any decisions about what to do to stop something like this from happening again.

Barnes says his committee mirrors the Senate, but is acting independently. He says it’s important to have the committee in both chambers so that there are knowledgeable people in both the House and Senate on the issue, should a bill come up regarding it.

He says the committee will be calling its first meeting at the end of November, tentatively. He says he has requested a long list of documents and testimony for the first meetings, so he wanted to give all parties time to prepare.
Tony La Russa retires

October 31, 2011 By Bill Pollock

St. Louis Cardinals manager Tony La Russa wipes his face after announcing his retirement. UPI/Bill Greenblatt

Tony La Russa, the third most-winning manager in Major League, announced his retirement as a manager on Monday. A decision he made back in August in which he discussed with General Manager John Mozeliak. He told his coaching staff on Sunday. The surprising announcement was made during a Monday morning news conference at Busch Stadium.

Download 

The 67 year old La Russa leaves with 2,728 victories, behind Connie Mack (3,731) and John McGraw (2,763). Only Mack has managed in more ballgames. The Cardinals skipper managed for 33 years, 16 with the Cardinals, and is also the only manager in Major League Baseball history to win multiple pennants in both leagues and the second to win a World Series title in each league.

“There isn’t one [factor] that dominates [my decision],” La Russa said. “They all just come together telling you your time is over. We went through the season and I felt that this just feels like it’s time to end it and I think it’s going to be great for the Cardinals to refresh what’s going on here.”

Download 
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Business leader calls Missouri Legislature 'dysfunctional'

BY VIRGINIA YOUNG • vyoung@post-dispatch.com > 573-635-6178 | Posted: Friday, October 28, 2011 1:30 pm
JEFFERSON CITY • Frustrated with the Missouri Legislature's failure to pass an economic development bill? Then quit giving money to those who dropped the ball.

That's the message from Mike DeCola, chief executive of St. Louis County-based Mississippi Lime Co., in an opinion piece published in the St. Louis Business Journal this week.

DeCola said in an interview today that he has talked with many business leaders, primarily in the St. Louis area but also in other parts of the state, who are "frustrated and ticked off" at legislators' impasse over a jobs bill.

"But then, when (legislators) come around, they give them money to get re-elected, which is the dumbest thing I can think of," DeCola said.

"I'm trying to encourage as many folks as I can to sit it out" this year, he said. "I'm not giving anybody a dime."

DeCola said the failed bill would have helped the region by establishing incentives to lure an air freight hub, amateur sports events and science startups, for example.

Not only did those ideas die, he noted, but another casualty was the city of St. Louis' effort to gain control of its police department, which got tied to the tax credit bill.

In his Business Journal piece, DeCola wrote: "I find this hard to believe, and even harder to say, but over the last several months, and particuarly the last few weeks, our elected leaders in Jefferson City have been so dysfunctional that our elected leaders in Washington DC appear to be doing a good job."

Does he take a side in the war of words between Republican leaders of the House and Senate?

He said it's hard to judge, though he tends to place more blame on the Senate where some members "have philosophical heartburn over tax credits."

Mainly, DeCola blames the Legislature's leadership.

"Leadership is put into place to manage individuals who are obstructing progress, and they didn't do it," he said.

"I'm not sitting here saying I know what the right bill was, but clearly, the state needs economic development bills that allow us to attract good companies to our state, create jobs and increase tax revenue."

DeCola, former chairman of the Regional Business Council, said he was freer than some executives to criticize the Legislature because he had no direct stake in the bill and his company isn't seeking tax credits.

"We at Mississippi Lime don't ask the Legislature for anything," he said. "I have nothing to lose here."

How long does he plan to withhold political donations?
DeCola said he'll wait and see whether legislators resolve their differences next year.

"I'm sitting out as long as it takes. Folks are saying, 'Next year's an election year so nothing's going to happen.' That's ridiculous. To me, that's an unacceptable attitude to have. There are people out of work, there are people homeless, there are people who need us to grow our state.

"It's just an attitude of acquiescence that doesn't make sense in the real world."
Tilley asks Schweich to undertake broad probe of defunct Mamtek project
By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter 
Posted 5:23 pm Fri., 10.28.11 

Missouri House Speaker Steve Tilley has formally asked state Auditor Tom Schweich to probe various aspects of the controversy that continues to swirl around a defunct project in Moberly, Mo. involving a Chinese-American-owned company known as Mamtek.

The Mamtek matter continues to be a hot one for Missouri Republicans, who -- aside from the policy questions -- see it as damaging Gov. Jay Nixon, a Democrat who has yet to attract a formally declared Republican opponent.

Republican legislators, including Tilley, have raised questions about the state Department of Economic Development's initial support for the project, which called for building a plant to produce artificial sweetener. The state offered $17 million in tax credits, while Moberly guaranteed close to $40 million in bonds to construct the plant.

The plant is now closed, and any workers have been laid off. The state did not pay out any incentives because all hinged on the actual creation of permanent jobs, which did not happen. But Moberly may be on the hook for repayment of the bonds, with some officials saying they wouldn't have been so accommodating if it hadn't been for the strong initial support from Nixon's economic development team.

In his letter, Tilley told Schweich, a fellow Republican:

"I am writing today to request your immediate assistance in investigating the Mamtek situation in Moberly that has threatened to bankrupt a community of approximately fourteen thousand Missourians.

"Until recently, the members of the state House of Representatives assumed the Nixon administration would have basic procedures in place to determine the financial viability of a company before authorizing millions of taxpayer dollars for such a project. However, in light of recent events in Moberly, I worry that Gov. Nixon’s Department of Economic Development does not have these procedures in place or, even worse, they have allowed their procedures to be circumvented by political pressure to produce jobs numbers for public announcements."

Tilley asserted that he was aware of legitimate business applications for state tax credits and financial help that have been "languishing for 15-20 months without receiving approval."

The letter goes on to condemn Nixon and blame the Mamtek fiasco, in part, for the General Assembly's failure to pass an economic development package during the seven-week special session that just ended. Tilley asserts that Schweich's probe is needed, to determine if the governor's discretionary powers need to be curbed.

"We need you to determine how many more projects are out there failing," Tilley wrote. "We need to determine the cost to taxpayers because of these projects. Most importantly, we need to determine how so many 'bad deals' for Missourians were approved" by Nixon's economic development team.

As for Mamtek, Tilley told Schweich:

"I am specifically requesting that you use the authority of your office to do the following:

· Audit the tax credits awarded to Mamtek. 

· Audit the Nixon administration’s DED (Department of Economic Development) to see why Mamtek and the other companies I referenced received incentives and what safeguards are in place to protect the taxpayers from these reckless deals. 

· Upon a request from Gov. Nixon, and by copy of this correspondence I am asking him to make that request, audit the city of Moberly so that its citizens are not left to wonder for years what will happen to their city in light of the Mamtek failure. I understand that your office does not have the authority to audit the city without a petition from its residents that could cost them even more money, or without this request from the governor. 

· Take any other action you feel prudent within your constitutional authority to protect Missouri taxpayers from a governor more interested in keeping his job than creating jobs for thousands of unemployed Missourians." 

But others note that a number of prominent Republicans also played a role, and point to a July 2010 press release in which Mamtek chief executive Bruce Cole singles out for praise several major GOP figures, including Kinder and then-U.S. Sen. Christopher "Kit" Bond.

"Lieutenant Governor Peter Kinder and the Missouri Development Finance Board assisted with a superior financial program," Cole said in the release. "Senator Bond and Congressman (Blaine) Luetkemeyer each took personal interest in encouraging our location here."

For Human Development Corporation employees, little hope in sight

BY DAVID HUNN • dhunn@post-dispatch.com > 314-436-2239 | Posted: Saturday, October 29, 2011 7:00 am
ST. LOUIS • The board of the collapsed Human Development Corporation of Metropolitan St. Louis will meet today in a last-ditch attempt to find money to pay workers who never received their final paychecks.

Corporation employees mostly worked through the fourth week in August and then were "furloughed," with leaders hoping more money would come to the organization.

But in September, the nonprofit lost nearly all of its government contracts to provide rent assistance, utility payments, job training and other services for low-income St. Louisans, after the state said it found evidence of financial mismanagement.

State leaders said the agency had so poorly managed its funds that it was at least $1 million short on payments to employees and contractors.

The agency has since closed doors.

Last week, former employees met to discuss options. Many said they still hadn't been paid for their final weeks on the job. This week, they sent letters to elected leaders and each of the agency's board members, they said.

Claude Brown, the board's vice-chair and spokesman, said the board knew employees hadn't been paid, and was trying "desperately" to address the problem. When board members got the new letters, Brown said, they scheduled a meeting.

"We're still investigating," Brown said. "We still don't know what's accurate and what's not accurate."

However, he said, there's little hope the board can do much.

"We have very, very few options," he said.

"It's very, very unfortunate."
Koster to argue case before the U.S. Supreme Court
By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter 

Posted 12:48 am Mon., 10.31.11 

Missouri Attorney General Chris Koster is in Washington this morning for an activity rare even for someone in his post. He is representing the state before the United States Supreme Court in a case that potentially could have major implications.

At issue is whether the U.S. Constitution’s 6th Amendment includes a guarantee that criminal defendants will have effective assistance from their counsel.

According to Koster's office:

"In the case, Missouri v. Frye, a defense attorney failed to inform his client -- who had been charged with repeatedly driving while his license was revoked -- of a plea offer by the prosecution. Soon after that offer expired, Mr. Frye was arrested again (for a fifth time) for driving while revoked. Later, Mr. Frye entered a guilty plea without the benefit of any plea offer, and the court sentenced him to three years in prison."

"The question before the court is whether a counsel’s failure to communicate the plea offer prior to its expiration resulted in representation so substandard as to deny the defendant the constitutional rights afforded him under the 6th Amendment. "

Koster, a Democrat seeking re-election in 2012, will be arguing that Frye's conviction should stand, and that he should not be allowed now to withdraw his guilty plea.
McCaskill offers strong praise of Obama, while jabbing state House GOP leaders
By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter 

Posted 4:51 pm Fri., 10.28.11 

U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill, D-Mo., says she will be asking President Barack Obama to come to Missouri within the next few months to campaign for her, and help her raise money for her 2012 bid for re-election.

The senator then offered up her strongest endorsement yet of President Barack Obama in recent months, telling reporters at a veterans event today in Bridgeton that she "absolutely'' supports the president's re-election -- and objects to any "story line'' that implies otherwise.

"I don't always agree with the president. He'll be the first to tell you that," McCaskill said. "But I support the president."

Referring to his Republican challengers, McCaskill added pointedly, "The more there's a contrast, I think the better the president will do. As Americans begin to focus on what the alternative is to Barack Obama, he'll do just fine."

In turn, McCaskill said that the president said he was willing to tell Missourians "'what a pain you can be, because I can't count on your vote.'"

As is customary during her appearances, McCaskill sought to reaffirm her image as a "stubbornly independent," somewhat moderate Democrat.

But McCaskill's comments also underscored her belief that she expects to face a barrage of attacks over the next year that accuse her of being in lockstep with Obama -- regardless of whether she tries to distance herself, or not.

The senator said she simply asked that Missourians pay attention to the TV campaign ads and be particularly discerning of those that don't show that they are paid for by her campaign or that of her Republican rivals -- businessman John Brunner, U.S. Rep. Todd Akin or former state Treasurer Sarah Steelman.

"Don't believe it if you don't know who paid for it," McCaskill said, citing the anonymous money that has poured into independent political operations since the 2009 Supreme Court decision.

"There's a bunch of corporations that are not fond of me, that do a lot of contracting," she said. "I've stepped on a lot of big toes when it comes to contracting matters. It's not going to surprise me if they funnel lots of money into Missouri to try to take me out."

Sen. Claire McCaskill, D-Mo., greets business representatives at a jobs fair for veterans in Bridgeton.

Calls for more Help for veterans
McCaskill was talking to reporters at the beginning of a state-organized veterans event at the Machinists Hall in Bridgeton, in which various companies offered assistance -- for such matters as finding jobs, health care or legal advise -- to veterans just returned to private life.

McCaskill said she was visiting veterans and allied groups all over the state to highlight her concern about the high unemployment rate -- more than 13 percent -- for returning veterans. "That's unacceptable,'' she said, citing her support for Obama's initiative to encourage private companies to hire 100,000 unemployed veterans in the next six months.

She called for Congress to pass the "Hiring Heroes Act of 2011" and other proposed tax incentives that she said were aimed at helping veterans "transition out of the military'' and into a waiting job. The need for such efforts will increase, McCaskill said, as more U.S. soldiers return from Iraq and Afghanistan.

Most Americans agree, she added, that it's fitting and proper to offer help to "those who have volunteered to risk their lives for our freedom."

During the news conference, McCaskill fielded questions on a variety of topics.

Among her observations:

· She supports the general message of the Occupy Wall Street movement. McCaskill said, "This isn't about class warfare. It's about fairness.'' 

· She said that authorities should be tolerant of Occupy activists camping out in city parks, as long as they comply with the laws and are not disruptive. She added that Occupy activists, as well as their supporters and detractors, should respect the nation's free-speech rights. "In many other countries, they'd be in some prison by now,'' she said. 

· McCaskill said she remains mystified about the Missouri House's approval earlier this month of a resolution that endorsed expanded production of the F-35 fighter plane, built by Texas-based Lockheed Martin, and made indirect slams at Boeing Co's F/A-18, built largely in St. Louis. 

Questions House leaders' knowledge of anti-F/A-18 resolution

McCaskill said that weeks before the vote, she began receiving identical pro-F-35 letters from "all the Republican leadership in Jefferson City.''

That included a letter from House Speaker Steve Tilley, dated Sept. 7, a copy of which a source -- not affiliated with McCaskill's staff -- provided to the Beacon. McCaskill confirmed receiving it.

Tilley has not returned a call seeking comment. He had called Boeing after the resolution was passed to apologize and to say that members didn't realize that the measure was an attack at the F/A-18.

McCaskill's point was that Republican House leaders had been well aware of the resolution long before the floor vote earlier this month. She added that she didn't understand how Republican leaders could not have realized the anti-Boeing nature of the resolution's message. Almost two weeks later, the House passed a new resolution praising Boeing.

"Whoever whispered in their ear is a powerful person,'' McCaskill added pointedly, referring to Kansas City-based lobbyist Jeff Roe, who Republicans say had sought the resolution for Lockheed Martin, one of his clients. Roe and others have emphasized that the resolution was aimed at helping the F-35's Missouri subcontractors, who combined employ about 500 people.

Every time she opened one of the pro-F-35 letters, the senator added, her personal reaction to the prominent Republican signing it was, "What are you thinking?"
McCaskill: Congress should stay out of realignment fight

The Kansas City Star

2 days, 21 hours ago 

Dave Helling 

Speaking to reporters in KC Friday:

“Am I excited about the changes that are going on in conference alignment? No,” Sen. Claire McCaskill said. “Money has become too big and too powerful. But…we’re not very good at what we’re supposed to be doing. The notion that we want to stick our nose in some place it doesn’t belong seems like a dumb idea to me.”

Senators from West Virginia said this week they may seek an investigation into the role Kentucky Sen. Mitch McConnell played in conference realignment negotiations.

McCaskill’s news conference was held at the WW I Museum at Liberty Memorial. McCaskill passed the Occupy KC site just outside the memorial’s gates, but did not stop to talk with protesters.
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Analysis: Missouri budget cuts at stake in Cole County case

Monday, October 31, 2011
By DAVID A. LIEB ~ The Associated Press
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. -- Beneath the political overtones of a court battle between Missouri's Republican auditor and Democratic governor, an important constitutional question soon could be decided in a courtroom: Can the governor cut the state budget regardless of whether revenue is running short? 

If the answer is yes, Missouri governors might well be able to disregard the will of the legislature and reduce spending for programs that fall out of their favor or for offices controlled by their political foes. 

If the answer is no, Missouri governors might well be left powerless to keep the budget in balance when disasters strike or expenses unexpectedly rise. 

A Cole County judge is to hear arguments today in the case, though an instant decision is unlikely. Either way, the case may eventually make it to the Missouri Supreme Court. 

$170 million 

At issue is Gov. Jay Nixon's announcement in June of about $170 million of spending reductions -- including $57 million from the general revenue fund -- from the budget that began July 1. The governor cited his constitutional authority to make such cuts. But a lawsuit by Auditor Tom Schweich claims Nixon went beyond what the constitution allows. 

The argument centers on a section of the Missouri Constitution that states: "The governor may control the rate at which any appropriation is expended during the period of the appropriation by allotment or other means, and may reduce the expenditures of the state or any of its agencies below their appropriations whenever the actual revenues are less than the revenue estimates upon which the appropriations were based." 

Schweich contends that means the governor can only cut the budget when revenue falls below projections. 

Nixon contends the comma in constitutional provision means he has two distinct powers. The second half of the sentence gives him authority to make cuts when revenue falls. The first half gives him power to make cuts -- characterized as controlling the rate of expenses -- even when the economy is good. 

Schweich contends Nixon's interpretation is a dangerous expansion of gubernatorial powers. 

"He has rendered the legislature an advisory board with his position, because he can rewrite the budget for basically any reason with no accounting restraints and no legal constraints," Schweich said. 

'Perverts the meaning' 

In a court document filed on behalf of Nixon, Attorney General Chris Koster's office countered that Schweich's interpretation would damage the governor's duty to balance the budget and "completely perverts the meaning" of his constitutional powers. 

There is no dispute that the constitution allows governors to make budget cuts when revenue falls short of projections upon which the budget was based. But that's not what's at issue in the current case. The court documents filed on behalf of Nixon say the cuts announced in June were authorized under his separate power to control the rate of expenses, without regard to the status of state revenue. That's an important distinction, because Missouri's revenue for the current fiscal year is generally on track with projections. 

Nixon's budget director, Linda Luebbering, has described the governor's actions as "expenditure restrictions" -- reductions that theoretically could be reversed before the fiscal year ends June 30. But she said this past week that there are no immediate plans to do so. 

Luebbering suggested the two gubernatorial powers -- to control the rate of spending, and to reduce spending -- are intertwined. 

What currently could be viewed as a move to control the rate of expenditures could become a full-fledged reduction in expenditures by the end of the fiscal year. 

"The restrictions really are part of both worlds -- they help us from a cash management standpoint, and they help us if we need to do permanent restrictions to keep the budget in balance," Luebbering said. 

Editorial: Let Lake of the Ozarks residents keep their homes 

By the Editorial Board | Posted: Sunday, October 30, 2011 12:15 am
For eight decades, development at the Lake of the Ozarks has followed the "if you build it, they will come" philosophy.

Since 1931, when Union Electric Co. (now Ameren Missouri) completed the Bagnell Dam and created 1,150 miles of shoreline (longer than the coast of California) out of the Osage River, developers, homeowners, retirees, entrepreneurs and even the occasional squatter has built and built and built.

The vacation and retirement mecca helps drive the mid-Missouri economy. Developers have made fortunes, unhampered by regulation that would have offered some semblance of long-term planning to the sprawling region in Camden, Benton, Miller and Morgan counties.

That historic lack of planning — a point of pride for many who live and work in the area — now hovers like a thundercloud over the lake, the Post-Dispatch's Jeffrey Tomich reported earlier this month.

The Federal Energy Regulatory Commission says that about 1,200 homes and perhaps as many as 4,000 structures — decks, gazebos, boat houses and boardwalks — have been built improperly, too close to the shoreline.

Bagnell is a hydroelectric dam, making FERC basically Ameren's leaseholder on the right to operate dam. The commission says that Ameren was supposed to keep much of the shoreline clear to preserve public access and protect it from flooding or dam failure.

Now FERC is seeking to enforce the rules that Ameren and other public agencies and private developers have been ignoring for 80 years. Earlier this year, FERC issued an order that would, with some exceptions, require 4,000 structures to be eliminated either in the short term or after the current owners cease using the property.

As a practical matter, the order is ridiculous. It's like warning fans at the University of Missouri's Faurot Field not to rush the goalposts or else everyone of them will be arrested. It's an impossibility.

That's why Missouri's U.S. senators, Democrat Claire McCaskill and Republican Roy Blunt, have filed federal legislation seeking to remove FERC's power to regulate shorelines if it means getting rid of existing, non-conforming structures.

That proposal goes too far. In some cases, property owners were unaware of restrictions. In other cases, they may simply have decided to ignore them.

FERC should reopen the hearing on Ameren's shoreline management plan and quickly come to a workable compromise. Existing structures should be allowed to remain if the property owners weren't informed of any potential violations of federal shoreline restrictions. Common sense serves the common good.

This is not a story that fits neatly into the national debate pitting regulation vs. jobs, as though everything is a zero-sum game. Yes, shoreline regulations should have been enforced, just as the state should have enforced clean water regulations to keep the lake free from pollution.

But ignoring problems doesn't make them go away. Serious work is needed to preserve the lake for future generations.

Regulations are worthless if not enforced. But fixing mistakes requires more creativity than overzealous cops tackling exuberant colleges kids for behaving like, well, college kids.

This is a story about people like Roy and Karen Walker, a couple from Columbia, Ill., who put their life savings into a retirement condo with a view of the lake and quick access to a fishing boat. They played by the rules.

Don't punish them for decades of government and corporate failure.
Trust, accountability key to credits
St. Joseph News-Press
In hindsight, the north-central Missouri community of Moberly and the state made ill-advised decisions to throw their support behind a new plant that was to manufacture a calorie-free sweetener and employ more than 600 workers. 

Things like this happen from time to time. But you still hate to see it, and you sure as heck want to avoid a repeat whenever possible. 

The promising announcements from the city and state came in the summer of 2010. Little more than a year later, the plant for a Chinese-American business known as Mamtek U.S. Inc. sits unfinished, there is no product and no employees, and the company missed its first bond payment. 

The taxpayers in Moberly? They rightly are concerned they may be on the hook for $39 million in city-backed bonds for an enterprise that may never produce a tangible benefit to the community. The federal Securities and Exchange Commission is looking into the matter. 

The rest of us? We need to press our state legislators, auditor, attorney general and governor to follow through with promised investigations to understand the state Department of Economic Development’s role in extending an estimated $17 million in tax incentives to the project. 

To be clear, no state incentives were paid. Without creation of new jobs, incentives tied to those jobs never came due. 

And yet all taxpayers — especially those in Moberly — should want to know how the state came to give its stamp of approval to the project; how applicants for sometimes-controversial tax credits are screened and determined to be worthy partners; and whether any improper influence was at play. 

The latter concern is a byproduct of Gov. Jay Nixon’s persistent efforts to trumpet job creation in the state. Some skeptics wonder whether the economic development apparatus might have been bent to meet the governor’s objectives. 

For his part, Gov. Nixon is clear he thinks the state must be aggressive in seeking job growth. The rest of us can sign on to that vision as long as tax credit programs have reasonable caps and these incentives are so rigorously administered that we never doubt the process. 

Without that level of trust and accountability, state tax credit programs for any purpose are a bad idea.
Our Opinion: Barnes accepts challenging assignment

Jefferson City News-Tribune
A state representative from Jefferson City has adopted a sound approach to a new responsibility.

Republican Jay Barnes has been named chairman of a special Interim Committee on Government Oversight and Accountability.

The appointment was made by House Speaker Steve Tilley, R-Perryville, who charged the panel with investigating waste, fraud and abuse in state government, beginning with a probe of troubled Mamtek.

Barnes said Thursday he wants the investigation to go “where the facts lead us.”

We agree with and encourage this objective approach.

The Mamtek facts lead to Gov. Jay Nixon, who announced the economic initiative about a year ago.

Some Republicans — those of the partisan persuasion — are positively salivating at the prospect of damaging the Democratic governor.

The first order of business, however, is an analysis of the facts.

By way of background, Mamtek received government assistance to build an artificial sweetener operation in Moberly but has not yet completed construction or started operations.

Mamtek’s aid includes $17 million in state tax credits, job training assistance and a community development block grant, as well as more than $35 million in local bonds. The project also called for $8 million from private investors.

In exchange for the public aid, Mamtek pledged, within two years, to create 312 new jobs at the plant, with an average starting salary of $35,000.

The company, however, failed to make a Sept. 1 municipal bond payment, signaling problems in fulfilling its obligations to state and local governments.

A thorough accounting is necessary, and we appreciate Barnes’ intention to gather facts, rather than engage in speculation.

“I don’t want to suggest something today without knowing the complete facts on Mamtek and other tax credits,” Barnes said.

Barnes has accepted a challenging assignment in his freshman year as a lawmaker. His approach indicates he is off to a good start.

Editorial: Florida judge right to end welfare drug testing program 

By the Editorial Board | Posted: Monday, October 31, 2011 12:00 am
That a federal court would issue a ruling protecting the constitutional rights of a U.S. Navy veteran used to be the sort of thing that Republicans would cheer.

But what if that veteran is a welfare recipient exercising his Fourth Amendment right to avoid an unreasonable search in the form of a mandatory state drug test? In a Florida case that will have important implications in Missouri, a federal judge last week put on hold a law that required certain welfare recipients to submit to a drug test.

The ruling wisely points out what lawmakers in Missouri, Arizona and Indiana should have known earlier this year when they passed laws similar to Florida's: Federal courts already had tossed out a similar law in Michigan as an unconstitutional search and seizure. The state has no business getting into the drug testing business.

The decision in Florida by U.S. District Judge Mary Scriven — an appointee of former President George W. Bush — almost certainly will be upheld on appeal. As the judge wrote, there is no reasonable suspicion that Luis W. LeBron, the Navy veteran, has been using drugs.

Missouri's law — which will go into effect after the Legislature OKs the rules guiding it — might be more defensible constitutionally. It doesn't automatically test every welfare recipient. Instead it grants state bureaucrats new powers to determine whether reasonable suspicion exists.

That modification, however, doesn't make the law any less idiotic.

There is no evidence — none — that welfare recipients are any more likely to be on drugs than other classes of people — such as lawmakers or corporate executives — who receive taxpayer funds. The law, like dozens of others considered by state legislatures in recent years, simply is another front in the class war started by the Republican Party.

In the current mindset of that party's leaders, constitutional rights matter only for certain people and corporations — now that the U.S. Supreme Court has declared that corporations are people. They matter for the rich, who must have the right to keep every taxpayer dollar they've ever collected in subsidies or tax credits. They matter for people who wish to remain uninsured, no matter the cost to the rest of us.

Republicans didn't used to think this way. Take this line, for instance, from the 1992 Republican Party platform: "Today, as in the day of Lincoln, we insist that no American's rights are negotiable."

Two decades seems a lifetime ago.

Today, the poor are under attack by the GOP, and drug-testing laws for welfare recipients are a weapon of choice. They are mean-spirited, useless and expensive wastes of time.

The beauty of Judge Scriven's ruling in blocking the Florida law is that she tells lawmakers what they already should have known. Florida conducted a demonstration project in the late 1990s to determine whether welfare recipients were more likely than other classes to use drugs. The results couldn't have been clearer: Welfare recipients used drugs less than the general Florida populace.

The argument that huge numbers of poor folks were taking the state — any state — for a ride by spending taxpayer dollars on drugs never was true.

Missouri's GOP lawmakers, and the handful of Democrats who joined them, were wrong to follow Florida's example. Democratic Gov. Jay Nixon was weak-kneed not to veto the bill. We look forward to the courts ending this unconstitutional farce.
Misfits and Protesters...

By Bill Miller Sr., Washington Missourian Editor | Posted: Saturday, October 29, 2011 6:32 pm 
One of the problems that legitimate or illegitimate protesters have is that as the movement grows older the misfits join in and the message loses credibility. Then you have the “paid” protesters, small in number, who don’t give a rat’s tail what the message is about. For other protesters, it’s simply anger time.

Gaining too much publicity lately has been the anti-Wall Street gang. The movement started by a few well-meaning protesters, who were criticized as being misdirected. As the movement grew, it began to attract the misfits, some of them professional protesters, that is, people who are down and out and mad about everything and everybody. They are jobless, or move from job to job, have the time to vent their anger about their state of life, want to change things and are encouraged when the TV cameras show up.

In a number of cities, the patience of the police and neighbors with the protesters has eroded because of petty crime, noise and the odor of human waste. The misfits have moved in, in other words. The police have made arrests because the protesters have become a public nuisance and have staged mini riots.

The main complaint has been about greed, some of which has its origin on Wall Street, but that isn’t the sole location. Greed always has been with us and always will be as long as there are two humans left. The protest against it strikes a cord with many people, but the protesters’ signs and “occupying” public locations won’t end it.

The Democrats don’t know whether to join it or ignore it. As it is dying in popularity and political significance, it’s best if the Democrats ignore it.

The Wall Street Journal did an in-depth story on the protesters, some clean cut, others barefooted and pot smokers. The newspaper sent reporters to five cities to interview 100 of the protesters. About a third said they were unemployed and nearly three-quarters said they have college degrees or are pursuing them. Some were underemployed. The medium age was 26. About a quarter of them said they were Democrats. The rest said they were independents or not affiliated with any political group.

A firm that interviewed protesters in New York said the demonstrators believe in redistribution of wealth, government-provided health care, and education regardless of the cost, increased regulation and protectionist trade legislation.

A man in St. Louis told us his wife joined the protesters there because her sister asked her to go with her. She didn’t want to offend her sister so she went.

We always will have protesters. Many of the demonstrations are peaceful and don’t bother anybody, even those people who may be a target. A few could be called “healthy” even though they don’t accomplish anything meaningful. Protests do engage people in issues. That can be positive. We all need causes. That’s healthy in a democracy and a republic.

It’s unfortunate that the misfits join because they downgrade the crusade.
Smog-Eating Concrete

Posted: Saturday, October 29, 2011 6:32 pm \ Washington Missourian
The Missouri Department of Transportation is testing a new type of concrete that promises to not only be smooth but will eat smog. It’s being tested on a section of Route 141 in St. Louis County.

The process is that a layer of concrete is put down and then crews apply a photo-catalytic additive of titanium dioxide. A MoDOT spokesperson said the additive acts as something of a sponge for air pollutants. UV rays from the sun activate the concrete, which then breaks the pollution down to where it is harmless.

MoDOT said results in places like Italy show that the process reduces up to 40 percent of hazardous nitrogen dioxide.

We hope it works. Perhaps this will lead to even more developments to clean up our environment. We need a chemical to apply to coal ash to render it harmless.
Wasting tax dollars
In reference to the Our Voice - "Legislators failing state" (Oct. 27, News-Leader). Yes, there are several things we can be disappointed with them about and I am, but it was Gov. Nixon who has cost the state of Missouri more.

Nixon vetoed the bill (from the general session) that would have moved the presidential primary to March. This will cost the taxpayers over $7 million dollars for a glorified beauty contest.

Then he was the one who called the special session that cost a quarter of a million dollars and then gave a laundry list of items for them to consider. Usually, there are only a few items on the agenda.

Not to mention the fact that Nixon has done nothing to fight the largest increase to Missouri taxpayers and the greatest intrusion of our personal freedom - ObamaCare.

Steve Helms Greene County Circuit Clerk, Springfield
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Posted: Saturday, October 29, 2011 12:00 am, St. Louis Post-Dispatch
Workers' comp: A ticking time bomb
Missouri's workers' compensation is in an alarming state and needs immediate attention. There's an epidemic of disallowed claims for injured workers. Some of these workers are injured very severely and never can work again.

I am one of those workers. I put my life on the line every day for the public, never taking the time to think about what would happen if I didn't do my job. I knew that if I got injured, I would be taken care of by the very public to which I had given years of my life.

In 2005, the Missouri Legislature changed the rules on workers' compensation coverage. No longer was it good enough to do your job as well as you could. Now the Legislature says it all depends on whether they find a loophole to avoid covering you. It doesn't matter if the paperwork was filed on time, you obviously were injured on the job, you had witnesses to the injuries or if your employer wants you covered. The insurance companies can just deny the claim.

On Sept. 23, 2005, as a firefighter/paramedic for the Lemay Fire District, I fell more than 10 steps, crashing my head into a concrete wall. I had traumatic brain injury and seizures. I was hospitalized, but I was released in a few days and told I had no workers' compensation coverage and would have to pay the entire bill. I later was found to have a ruptured cervical disc around my spinal cord, requiring spinal surgery, and I suffered other injuries related to the fall.

That made it relatively simple to have Social Security approve my claim for disability. But I have not received a penny from the workers' compensation program. The insurance company claims that no one saw me fall and it could not be sure I was injured on the job.

All workers in Missouri work every day with the same problem hanging over their head, they just don't know it yet. If they are injured at work they may be denied benefits just because the insurance company can.

The workers compensation system is a ticking time bomb of poor or nonexistent coverage, protected by a greedy Republican-led Legislature in conjunction with the Chamber of Commerce, which cares only about lowering the premiums businesses pay.

If the public knew about this, it would cause an uproar.

The laws can be changed.

David Foote • St. Louis County
St. Louis County wants more recycling
Recycling isn't just an easy way to be green. In St. Louis County, it's a lifestyle, one that we want to recognize and celebrate. St. Louis County residents do a pretty good job of recycling. In fact, last year, the amount of recyclables collected curbside in the county equaled more than double the weight of the Gateway Arch.

However, while we recycled a lot last year, we also threw a lot away — enough to fill a quarter million dump trucks. That's a lot of garbage! The more we recycle, the more we can divert from our landfills.

If each household in the county recycles just one extra aluminum can each week, that's the equivalent of taking 720 cars off the road in a year.

In addition to the environmental benefits, recycling helps keep operational costs down. Each load of trash is subject to disposal fees and surcharge taxes for burial in a landfill. Each load of recycling is received at no charge or with a rebate, diverting those resources back into the economy for the manufacturing of new products. In fact, the Environmental Business Journal's Annual Industry Overview reports that the "Resource Recovery" segment led growth in the U.S. environmental sector through 2010, with revenue up nearly 18 percent.

To encourage even more participation in curbside recycling and to celebrate those who have already made recycling a part of their lives, we are launching a new, county-wide recycling education campaign. Called "Recycling Becomes Me," the campaign features wide-ranging lifestyle examples of the "recycling set" by using preposterous visuals and interjecting common recycling containers into unexpected situations.

Our point is this: Everyone recycles or can recycle, and it's part of many different and interesting lifestyles. Therefore, recycling becomes me — and you.

Residents will encounter the campaign around the county on the radio, in newspapers, at events and online. Visit www.RecyclingBecomesMe.com to learn more about the campaign, curbside recycling and what can and cannot be recycled. A

Our goal is to recycle just 5 percent more than last year. Just 5 percent more recyclables would fill the Edward Jones Dome three feet high 25 times. What seems small adds up fast. If each person does just a little bit more, we can make a measurable difference.

Start today and show us how recycling becomes you by recycling this copy of the Post-Dispatch.

John Haasis • Clayton

Program manager, St. Louis County Department of Health, Solid Waste Management Program
Helping kids choose to not use tobacco
Last week, 130 grim reapers showed up in schools around St. Louis County. It's not a Halloween gimmick. These grim reapers are a lot scarier.

The grim reapers represent the Missourians who die from tobacco use each week. That's 26 every day.

This week was Red Ribbon week, a time every year when young people pledge to live healthy, drug- and addiction-free lives. I'm expressing my commitment to do so by being part of the St. Louis County Department of Health's youth engagement team called AirO2Dynamic. The grim reapers were our idea. We want students to know that the best way to prevent death and related illness from using tobacco is to never start.

Ninety percent of adult smokers started before they turned 18. If the current rate of youth smoking continues, 140,000 youth in Missouri will die prematurely. A St. Louis County survey last year showed that 40 percent of high school students had tried smoking. It's scary to think that the mistake of trying a cigarette even once can lead to lifetime of addiction and health problems.

That is what the tobacco companies want.

Tobacco companies have billions of dollars to spend on advertising and marketing. The sooner they get someone hooked, the longer he can be a customer.

Even though AirO2Dynamic doesn't have billions of dollars, we do have two powerful weapons: the power to choose and the power of our voices. I made my commitment to never use tobacco, and I encourage others make that same choice.

AirO2Dynamic is helping youth in St. Louis County make their voices against tobacco heard loud and clear. We are asking all youth in St. Louis County to participate in "The Truth About Tobacco," a multimedia contest with four categories: video, lyrics or poetry, photography and digital art. The contest runs through Nov. 7 Missouri has one of the highest smoking rates in the country, but that can change with our generation. What if we were the first generation to become smoke-free? It's a big goal, but we can try to change our corner of the world here in St. Louis.

Kendric Carlock • Jennings
Bird-friendly building standards can work
Earlier this month, the mayor of San Francisco signed into law Standards for Bird-Safe Buildings, a measure designed to reduce the number of birds that die after colliding with windows. San Francisco is taking the lead in a national issue that can serve as a model for other cities and counties.

While it is not widely known, building collision is a leading cause of bird mortality in North America, accounting for the deaths of up to 1 billion birds each year.

While some jurisdictions have already taken action, many more are looking at ways to reduce building collision threats — and not just for the benefit of the birds. Some of the provisions in the San Francisco guidelines will save money. For example, placing small dots or "frits" on windows in particular patterns not only alerts birds to the presence of glass, but it also helps reduce solar heat gain in buildings, reducing cooling costs without significantly affecting outward views of building occupants. Reducing unnecessary interior and exterior lighting, especially during the bird migration seasons, reduces risks to birds and reduces building operating costs and energy consumption.

Protecting and helping birds is not only the right thing to do, but it also is good for the national economy. Americans spend about $36 billion each year on birding-related expenses, supporting some 670,000 U.S. jobs, according to federal studies. Birds are invaluable as controllers of crop insect pests, pollinators of plants and seed distributors.

All things considered, isn't it in the best interest of all cities to do what they can to protect birds?

George Fenwick • The Plains, Va.

President, American Bird Conservancy
Saturday special
I first came to the United States in the Summer of 1966, from the United Kingdom as an exchange engineering student working at McDonnell Aircraft.

It was a magical time. McDonnell was placing Gemini spacecraft and their astronauts into orbit every few weeks. The Beatles came to perform at Busch Stadium. The Beatles were engaged in an album release "tit for tat" with the Beach Boys that rewarded music lovers like no other period in music. Area artists Bob Kuban and Chuck Berry and Cardinals baseball (with Bob Gibson) came to together to make St. Louis an epicenter of excitement for a temporary visitor such as me.

Yes, the Vietnam War was going on, and my fellow U.S. engineering students felt the inevitable draft creeping up on them. But, that summer, nothing mattered but the music and the heat. There was nothing out there that the United States could not resolve.

I returned to the United States in 1968, married the girl next door (from the time of my 1966 visit), and made St. Louis my home.

One Saturday night earlier this month, I went to a traditional St. Louis wedding, similar to one I had attended in 1966: fried chicken, roast beef, rolls, vegetables, salad, cake and a band. The band this time, to my pleasant surprise, was Bob Kuban's. His music spanned the generations and had everyone from toddlers to oldsters tapping their feet with the rhythm. The World Series score was being reported as it happened. The Cardinals were on top. For a few hours, I was reminded of what makes America great and what unites us: our shared culture, our willingness to take on challenges, our optimism, our belief in a bright future for our next generation.

The next morning, I awoke to the Sunday talk shows and politicians again pessimistically focusing on disuniting our great country, attacking our lawfully elected leadership, misrepresenting the facts, seeking opportunity by pandering to small, unrepresentative groups in states that will not factor in the election of 2012.

Thanks goodness for that Saturday night and Bob Kuban's music.

Malcolm Spence • St. Louis
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Posted: Sunday, October 30, 2011 12:00 am, St. Louis Post-Dispatch
Hospital is 'shining lamps' in grand style
Catherine McAuley, the wealthy heiress who founded the Sisters of Mercy in 1831, once said to her followers, "We should be as shining lamps, giving light to all around us."

I have to wonder what Mother McAuley would say about the example given by those in charge of Mercy Health ("Tax breaks scrutinized at non profit hospitals," Oct. 23). It is impressive, indeed, to read about Mercy's corporate jet, gratuitous executive compensation, international retreats costing more than a quarter million dollars and dubious hiring of family members.

I wonder what Mother McCauley would say as her present-day followers "bring to life the healing ministry of Jesus" in such grand style. More important, I wonder what Jesus, the humble itinerant carpenter from Nazareth, would say.

Interesting questions for all of us to think about.

Robert Denstedt • St. Louis County
Who ultimately pays?
"Tax breaks scrutinized at nonprofit hospitals" (Oct. 23) was an interesting article, but it did not analyze who ultimately will pay if hospitals have to pay taxes.

Health care costs will increase even more dramatically and people will have even less money to spend on the other goods and services that drive the economy. So what was the real point of the article?

Norm Siefert • St. Louis County
This is it
"Tax breaks scrutinized at nonprofit hospitals" (Oct. 23), the lead story last Sunday, was about billionaire "nonprofit" hospitals raking in millions while virtually paying no taxes. Some are even allowed to call themselves churches to avoid taxes and scrutiny. The articles in the Business section the same day were about how we will be paying more for health insurance while receiving less coverage ("Higher cost shifts many health plans," Oct. 23) and that the vendors at area farmers markets pay $35 dollars every two weeks on top of a $100 seasonal charge to give away free samples ("Free samples, for a fee," Oct. 23). Ironic? Sadly. True? Even sadder.

And yet there are still people who scratch their heads over the Occupy movement and what it stands for. Stop scratching. This is it.

Bart Baker • Ellisville
Nothing ventured, nothing gained
The Missouri Legislature ended its special session after spending 280,000 of our tax dollars. What did the legislators accomplish? Nothing.

Oh wait — they did incorrectly pass a resolution stating they wanted to send jobs to Texas instead of keeping them here in Missouri.

Why did we put these people in office? Why in the world do we continue to reelect them?

Judith Rinesmith • St. Peters
The end zone
Well the special session has come and gone and what did we get besides a $280,000 bill for taxpayers? A resolution to urge the federal government to buy Texas-made planes instead of planes that Missouri helps build (the legislators later walked it back) and a fix to the social media law. Where are the jobs?

I thought this special session was mainly about creating jobs, but the majority party in Jefferson City dropped the ball. Instead of bringing in much-needed work and tax dollars to the state of Missouri, legislators spent most of the time arguing with themselves over tax credits that someone's big-money donor was afraid of losing.

I'm not sure whether I'm more disappointed in the St. Louis Rams or the Legislature. The Legislature had the football and an open shot to take it into the end zone, but fumbled it on the 1-yard line as the clock ran out. At least the Rams have made it into the end zone a few times.

I sure hope people remember this when the next election cycle comes around.

Jay Krueger • Pacific
Devil in the details
It took three weeks to finally find out that the two planes to China were only half full. (We already guessed that.) Now we see that Missouri is selling China $4.4 billion worth of agriculture goods over three years — probably mostly corn ("Nixon touts trade deal," Oct. 27).

China is seeking to purchase 800,000 metric tons (about 1.8 billion pounds) of corn through next year from the United States.

I hope we are not giving the store away again before we get the answers we need. What is the "futures" agreement? Corn is $6.50 per bushel now. China is always in the driver's seat, and I can't believe they are paying the correct market price and not costing Missourians a penalty.

China is a long distance to be paying "free on board" (shipped without cost) even though the planes finally will be full — we hope. We also we will not see a relative increase on corn-related products in Missouri because we made another bad deal. I hate to say, "The devil's in the details," but here, I've done it.

Jackie Mattingly • St. Louis
Repeating errors
The editorial "Into Africa" (Oct. 27) tells us about President Barack Obama's decision to send a 100 or so U.S. troops to central Africa.

Sending 100 or so troops into an area of 236,000 square kilometers and a population 32 million in Uganda and 2.3 million square kilometers and a population of 71 million in Congo makes absolutely no sense and it will lead us to repeat the errors made in Arab Muslim nations where we lost more than 4,000 of our youth.

Joseph Chapo • Clayton
Guidance needed
The editorial "Room for the rivers" (Oct. 26) was right on. Thanks for noticing that the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers needs the guidance and funding of the political leaders to make the type of decisions needed on the rivers. The corps reacts within the authority allowed by the law of the land, not by its own will.

Stanley F. Ebersohl • Florissant
Weight of the evidence
The editorial board continues to be willfully ignorant of the state of the evidence on the effects of the minimum wage ("Echo chamber," Oct. 25). Economists agree on very few things, but the minimum wage is one of them.

Based on hundreds of studies, there is a broad consensus that the minimum wage has a negative effect on the economy in general and on low-skilled workers in particular. The editors prefer the "numerous studies" that find that the minimum wage has "no statistically significant effect." The studies showing this are not all that numerous, and a finding of "no statistically significant effect" is not the same as "no effect" or even "no large effect." It simply means that the researchers were unable to find statistical support for an effect.

The editors' only other evidence is that "Nobel laureate Robert Solow, an economist from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, has reached that conclusion; so has Harvard economist Richard Freeman." Well, I can match the editors' name-dropping by pointing out that Nobel laureate Milton Friedman and Chicago economist Casey Mulligan agree with the consensus. That leaves us with the weight of the evidence.

It may well be that the hundreds of studies finding negative effects for the minimum wage are wrong and that the relative handful of studies finding no effect are right. It's impossible to know that today, but many smart and honest economists believe this. It's pretty clear that the editors don't really care about actual evidence when snark, cherry-picking and name-dropping are already available to make their argument.

Howard J. Wall • St. Charles

Director, Institute for the Study of Economics and the Environment, Lindenwood University
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Getting serious about 'knockout' violence
I live in Tower Grove South, and there have been "knockout" attacks nearby, one only a block away.

James Clark, of Better Family Life, said in "Community's help sought to halt 'knockout'" (Oct. 28), "The root of this knockout game is the lack of recreational opportunities and neighborhood-based programs for our young people." Right. Young people so empty and so savage that they thrill to random destruction of human beings who have nothing to do with them undoubtedly would be affected by more "recreational opportunities," and Better Family Life certainly would know how to get the grants and contracts to manage such. If its past performance is any indicator, perhaps its teaching of African dance could have a major effect. In the meantime, why not enforce truancy laws? Why not enact curfews and enforce them.

I tried to get some answers from my alderwoman, but didn't. I tried to organize a meeting, but found little interest. I heard nothing urgent from the e-mail chain of the nearest neighborhood organization, which in my 13 years in St. Louis has focused on few issues, crime least of all, serving mainly as a public relations vehicle for property sales and values. Our residents are mightily involved with dog walking and granite countertops, but basic safety isn't high on the agenda.

I'm in my late 60s and have been a liberal Democrat my entire life, but I do weary and despair of the typical Democratic response to crises involving crime, which is either silence or some pathetic new "program." The Republicans want to meet violence with violence.

To live in my neighborhood, must my only option be hiding inside?

Suzanne Rhodenbaugh • St. Louis
A flood of questions
"Flooding from poorly fitted pipe will cost Eagleton courthouse $10 million to repair" (Oct. 27) was very interesting because questions remain unasked and unanswered.

The General Services Administration advises us that we now will be required to pay $10 million to repair the damage caused by a water leak. This was an 8,000-gallon water leak that was discovered when the day shift reported for work and found portions of the parking garage flooded.

The Eagleton building, as a federal courthouse, has security issues. There is a obvious security presence of uniformed officers both outside and inside the building during daylight and evening hours. Why didn't security officers or janitorial staff notice a problem?

How many employees are on the overnight shift? Do overnight security officers patrol the building? How long did it take for 8,000 gallons of water to leak out of a toilet fixture?

The answers to these questions are necessary if we are to be asked to spend $10 million on a do-over. The GSA would like us to believe that the whole problem was some plumber's fault. The GSA should look a little higher than the 17th floor and, when replacing the valve, also replace the building manager and the security service.

Norel E. Pride • Collinsville
Colored with envy
Again the Post-Dispatch has a progressive calling for the rich to pay a "fair share" of taxes, this time the Rev. Alan Erdman in "Any superheroes on the supercommittee?" (Oct. 26). The good reverend fails, as seemingly all of the progressives do, to tell us what this fair share is and how they calculate it. Without some justification of their number, some moral backing of the fair share, their call for a fair share looks more like a plea for greed colored with envy.

The reverend might be more helpful in explaining the morals of his proposal. For example, if a rich person hires 10 folks to work, is that more or less moral than taking money from the rich to give to administrators and bureaucrats to disburse as they see fit? Should that count as part of the fair share? Why or why not? The federal government recently spent more than $1 billion on companies that went bankrupt or sent jobs overseas. Wouldn't it be more ethical to take that money and spend it on worthwhile projects? What part of "thou shalt not steal" supports the reverend's proposal?

If the editors don't insist on more precision from commentary writers, someone might get the idea that they are pushing an ill-thought out agenda.

Donald Wilkins • O'Fallon, Mo.
The man's view
Colleen Carroll Campbell, in "A heavy toll for today's young women" (Oct. 27) suggests that sexual freedom is troubling and quotes studies that indicate that all the women's movement did was liberate men from commitment.

Times change. What was good for our parents and grandparents may not be what's right for generations to come. Here's the take from a man's perspective.

Young men are not necessarily opposed to marriage, but they aren't consumed by getting married at an early age. By 30 or 35, a man has some degree of economic status, is more mature, has had an opportunity to sow his wild oats and is more willing to settle down.

I have two sons in their mid-20s. They are not interested in 'settling down." They are pursuing their dreams of being involved in the movie industry. They view marriage as a burden, doomed to stall their careers or result in divorce.

For young men, it's not just about the wife, the kids and the mortgage. They view life as a wide spectrum of events and challenges they are primed to undertake minus the chains of marriage.

Ms. Campbell's viewpoints are purely from a woman's perspective. Here's the other side: If women seek equality, they must also seek their own financial fortune. Looking for Mr. Right as a provider is fool's gold in today's culture. Make your own way and don't worry about the biological clock, and your chances of settling in at some point to a happy and successful marriage increase dramatically.

Greg Gibson • Breckenridge Hills
Finding happiness through free will
Regarding Colleen Carroll Campbell's column of "A heavy toll for today's young women" (Oct. 27): Why are we still having this discussion about Gloria Steinem? I grew up in the 1960s and 70s and have three daughters, so I've been especially mindful of the messages they receive about being female in today's society. The message I got from Ms. Steinem is to live and let live. If you want to get married, fine. Remain single? Fine.

The idea of feminism is that there is much personal satisfaction, security and self esteem to be found in being able to take care of yourself and function on your own. The idea of getting married for "economic security" sounds sad and subservient. Women shouldn't have to seek out a man to take care of them as if they were children. This same philosophy benefits men as well, freeing them to find an equal partner who will share the joys as well as the responsibilities of life.

Ms. Steinem has been a beacon of common sense for generations of women. She's pro-equality of the sexes. There is something very comforting and wonderful about having a partner with whom to share your life, but contentment comes from knowing that you and your partner have a genuine love, not some sort of deal brokered because the woman can't stand on her own.

Ms. Steinem's message is that women and men should have choices. It's only by choosing of your own free will that people can find true happiness.

Carole Allen • Chesterfield
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Excessive TV violence
In the last few days I have involuntarily seen images of Moammar Gadhafi’s capture, beating and later the corpse at the morgue, complete with a bullet hole to the head. I did not need to see these video clips to believe that he is dead or to understand the brutal face of war as some who defend the use of such images claim.

This is not an attempt to inform the public. It is an appeal to blood lust — pure and simple. 

A group of people living in a safe and peaceful environment who cheer and celebrate death should examine their moral footing. And a TV executive who runs these graphic films every hour because he thinks it is a good marketing tool has lost his soul already. 

A bearded man firing his weapon in the air on full automatic yelling “death to America” and someone cheering the bullet riddled body of a terrorist on his big screen TV are merely two heads of the same monster.

The universe operates a “law of retribution,” which deals with brutal dictators, mass murders and torturers on its own timetable and has no need for cheerleaders. 

Rick Bono
Lenexa
U.S. must help Syria 

Because of the recent events in Syria, our government and the United Nations need to take action against that country. 

We have already reported that they are using the Syrian defense force to kill citizens who don’t agree with the government. Yet we haven’t sent in any troops or peacekeepers to help protect the lives of the innocent who don’t have freedom of speech. 

In Libya we used the military with NATO and helped the people in that country take down Moammar Gadhafi. How is Syria any different? 

Action needs to be taken. In my honest opinion, we have been disregarding the human rights of the Syrian people.

Kaleb Moore
Overland Park
Dump school uniforms
The debate whether student uniforms are beneficial or detrimental has warred on for a long time. I think that uniforms stifle self-expression and evaporate individuality. The development of self is integral to the development of the mind.

Experts believe there’s no stopping self-expression in the psychological development of children and teenagers, and forced into a single mold, the individuality of each student disappears. Those who advocate school uniforms criticize the arguments against uniformity, claiming students do not need to rely solely on their clothing for a sense of self and comfort.

But those who are against school uniforms don’t believe their child’s academic performance will change because of the shirt they wear. The friendships they make won’t deteriorate or grow just because of what is on their backs.

Ultimately, school uniforms are unnecessary.

Megan Schwindler
Lee’s Summit
Keep school uniforms 

Most private schools require students to wear uniforms; public schools should follow their example and enforce uniform use as well.

School uniforms help decrease bullying because some students get picked on by the clothes or shoes they do or do not wear. With uniforms, there is no reason to exclude people because of what they are wearing.

Uniforms reduce peer pressure or competition and make students feel safer in a school environment, therefore increasing school pride, helping students focus on learning, providing less distraction and creating a more work-like atmosphere. This is all potentially helpful for the future.

With fashions constantly changing from year to year and season to season, parents feel the pressure from their children to provide them with peer-pleasing designs. Uniforms reduce the cost of keeping up because they remain the same.

School uniforms are not to take away individuality or freedom of expression but create more equality in schools and a better learning environment for everyone. 

Jessica Swindell
Blue Springs
Ultimate power
Politics is power, nothing more. It does not matter if dealing with the crisis of the national debt, Obamacare or the assassination of President John F. Kennedy. Politics is the ultimate power.

Truth is the only resource to combat power as truth poses a threat to power. People have to fight power at a risk to themselves.

Patriots, like tea party members, defend the country against the government. Bureaucrats resist by influencing the media and use their powers as a politician would.

Read the editorial pages of newspapers like The Kansas City Star, or watch the national news on ABC, CBS or NBC as proof of political power’s influence. The choice of a politician is to “serve the people” or “scare the people.”

Fundamentally people want the truth. The difficult question is can they get the truth from power hungry politicians? President Bill Clinton said it is easy to accomplish anything where politics are not involved. How true that statement is.

Frank E. Loeffler
Leavenworth
Raise minimum wages
Why don’t we raise the minimum wage? Minimum wage at $7.25 an hour only totals a gross income of $290 for a 40-hour week climbing to $15,080 annually for full-time workers. In this age, that is not enough to support the average American family.

The average cost of living in Kansas City is about $3,320 a month, but with a minimum wage job you’re only making around $1,160 a month. You do the math. It’s clear that minimum wage earners don’t make enough money.

People figure this out pretty quickly and get multiple minimum wage jobs, leaving fewer jobs for other people — and that keeps the country on an upward spiraling unemployment rate. Businesses might hire fewer people if there were a higher minimum wage, but people with multiple minimum wage jobs could get by with fewer jobs. 

Hayden Kirk
Lee’s Summit
End death sentences
Capital punishment uses the life that our society prizes so highly, and takes it as a form of hypocritical and unethical punishment. Capital punishment should be illegal.

It simply doesn’t make sense that we kill killers. The death penalty is just legalized murder. As human beings we have inalienable rights, and what right is more inalienable than the right to life?

Opposing arguments might say that life in prison is easy; free food, shelter and a bed. Life in prison is not easy or enjoyable. If anything, it, too, is inhumane. 

Mohandas Gandhi said, “An eye for an eye makes the whole world blind.” If our society believes life is beautiful enough to praise, love and protect, then why do we, as a people’s majority, take it with the vote of a jury?

Our country should prize all life under any circumstance and outlaw capital punishment. 

Gaeli L. Weiss
Blue Springs
Laughable lawmakers
If anyone would like to start a nonprofit fund to buy every member of Congress a clown suit count, then me in.

Lin Sullivan
Grandview
Illegal immigration
It starts at the top with politicians and Homeland Security and goes all the way down to the mayors, police chiefs, news media and others: Quit protecting illegal immigrants. Enforce the laws. 

Not too long ago, Greta Van Susteren on Fox News had a representative from a county in California on her show. He said that illegal immigrants cost his county $1.6 million a year in housing, food, medical services and education.

With 50 million illegal immigrants in the United States, this money would go a long way in helping the budget, Social Security and Medicare. One way to save Social Security, and this includes Social Security lawyers: If you haven’t paid into it, you do not get one red cent.

I also would like to see some of these fat-cat politicians between the ages of 65 and 70 doing heavy labor.

Roger Riley
Independence
Protect children first
I think it is wrong that the leaders of the Catholic Church throughout the world protect depraved priests. It is disappointing to see these leaders continue to turn their heads away from helpless children.

One would think protecting children would be the church’s first priority after loving God. Hurting and abusing children in any form certainly shows no love for God. Not protecting children is the same.

Stanley J. Sagehorn
Sugar Creek
Good grammar matters
When I taught English in the public high school many years ago, I taught grammar. I am told that grammar is no longer on the curriculum. 

If one knows English grammar, he knows when and why he uses the nominative “I” instead of the accusative “me.”

Willa Mae McKean
Warrensburg, Mo.
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American Kool-Aid
Let me understand this: A confluence of corruption and greed in the financial marketplace tanks the entire economy. We bail out the crooks responsible. They end up getting huge bonuses again a year or two later. 

The housing market collapses. Unemployment soars. 

There are only budget cuts to save the “debt ceiling.” No new revenue is sought from those who can afford it, and we blame — teachers?

What kind of Kool-Aid are they serving?

Stephen Amthauer
Overland Park
Accepting atheists
I find it sad that in America religious people shun and distrust those without religion. No atheists have run for high public office openly because many people choose their candidates based on their religion.

However, I find atheists like me can bring so much to our nation. From experience, I’ve realized atheists can be very intelligent and independent.

In order to defend my beliefs, I must know about religion and the way the world works. The same is true for thousands like me.

When you think about it, everybody is atheistic, especially Jews, Muslims and Christians. I haven’t met anyone from those religions who believe in Apollo or Thor. Atheists just take it one god further.

Whether theists accept us or not, the non-religious are gaining numbers. According to the Pew Forum website, non-religious people make up 16.1 percent of our nation’s total population. 

Of course, some atheists can be untrustworthy, but so can holy men and people in general. 

I would wish to see religious people in the U.S. accept atheists and realize that we can be just as intelligent and trustworthy as they are.

Pearson Harris
Blue Springs
Pregnancy loss website
October is National Pregnancy Loss Awareness Month. My new website, www. stillbirthday.com, gives support through the process of loss — not waiting until after it’s all over.

The site walks the mother through the process, from compassionate and accurate explanations of terms, to being able to see a real photo of a miscarried or stillborn baby. The photos have been donated by mothers of lost children. The site enables people to print out a real birth plan tailored to the individual’s situation and offers farewell celebrations and much, much more.

I’m a Kansas City resident and built this website from my experience. I know what it’s like to go through pregnancy loss alone without support.

The site has been up since August and already it has received over 30,000 visitors. This website is valuable. Anyone could use the site to get the word out to make sure the information reaches moms when they need it most.

Heidi Faith
Kansas City
Brownback disappoints
I am very glad to see the cover pulled off Kansas Gov. Sam Brownback. People do not realize what a real piece of work he really is. 

Kansas had federal money for Kansans to use to make their homes more energy efficient and have 15 years to pay the money back without interest. Brownback decided to take it to pay for other companies to use it for improvements in other ways and other projects that will only serve big businesses.

Some had sacrificed the fees for audits and were waiting for the energy work on their homes to begin. That only proves that Brownback is for big business and not the poor.

Deirdra Singleton
Kansas City, Kan.
Caring Republicans?
House Majority Leader Eric Cantor issued a statement that the jobs bill submitted by President Barack Obama would be “dead on arrival” and won’t be brought up for a vote. Included in the bill is an extension of unemployment benefits, extension of the payroll tax holiday for middle- and low-income individuals as well as businesses and tax credits for businesses that hire people who have been unemployed for an extended period of time.

In order to help pay for the bill, which would allot money to repair our deteriorating infrastructure, tax rates for those making more than a million dollars would increase to the level of the Bill Clinton era and loopholes would be closed for corporations. 

Republicans continue to say that their answer to creating jobs is to lower taxes for the wealthy, reduce regulations and give corporations even greater tax breaks.

Money for infrastructure would not only put people back to work. It would also relieve the burden on cash-strapped states that need this work done but don’t have the money. 

It is clear that Republicans in Congress care more about the 2012 election than the people they represent who need jobs now.

Karen Lane
Overland Park
Colin Powell for U.S. president
Why doesn’t Colin Powell run for president? He’d garner tons of votes from both parties. He’d have mine.

Steve Jackson
Lenexa
Ron Paul for president
I consistently hear from the news media and Rep. Ron Paul’s fellow Republicans in the House and Senate and many so-called “conservative” people in the general public that the congressman and presidential candidate is too extreme.

All people inducted into Congress and other public offices swear to support and uphold the Constitution. Few do.

In his 20 years in the House, Rep. Ron Paul has consistently voted 100 percent for the Constitution. Since when is the Constitution extreme? Were Ben Franklin, James Madison, George Washington and other Founding Fathers extreme?

Paul’s own party dismisses him. He was frequently asked not to attend functions and debates in the 2008 campaign for president and the current one. However, Rep. Paul is a constitutionalist force to be reckoned with.

John P. Fitts
Neol, Mo.
Praise for tea party
The reactions to the involvement of the tea party in the political process have left me baffled. In election years, aren’t we as Americans bombarded with influence and prodding from various media outlets to get involved and make a difference?

Does this only apply to the causes of environmental protection, global warming, gay rights and other liberal causes? Once a group like the tea party comes along with a simple theme of the government acting fiscally responsible and holding elected officials accountable we are led to believe there is something wrong with the system.

The truth is the media finally got what it asked for when it encouraged Americans to “rock the vote.”

John B. Theisman
Gardner
End cyber bullying
Social networking has affected my generation in the worst way possible, allowing cyber bullying to become the norm. Schools need to make better rules about online bullying.

According to bullyingstatistics.org, more than half the teens in America have been cyber bullied or have bullied someone else through technology. Yet often schools do nothing to stop it, according to The New York Times. 

Many believe that schools shouldn’t make rules about cyber bullying because it occurs outside of school. But it has an effect on the students’ working environment, making it the schools’ problem.

When I was in elementary school I was harshly bullied online by one of my peers. In class she made it so no one would talk to me.

I hated school. My grades fell, and I didn’t enjoy anything. But the school did nothing. 

Someone needs to create better and stricter rules about cyber bullying. It can lead to an impaired working environment, which leads to depressed students and possibly even suicide attempts.

Things need to change.

Sydney Moore
Lee’s Summit
Hero in restaurant
Last month at the Outback Restaurant in Olathe, a hero named Lance saved my husband’s life by keeping him from choking to death. I wish to thank Lance again for his heroic deed.

Jean Leiker
De Soto
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Student loan waste
Have student loans become another government giveaway (10/27, A1, “A calculated effort”)? Years ago when we were teaching and banks handled most of the loans, the money rarely covered tuition, books and dorm expenses.

I asked several parents last week if student loan money was available to the students for other uses, and they said, “Yes, even for spring break trips.” One mother said she asked the college to quit giving her daughter so much money, and the college refused.

She said the parents can’t even be informed of their child’s loan amount because of privacy laws. That is a recipe for disaster and waste.

According to The Star, President Obama is accelerating the “Pay as You Earn” plan, whereby the cap on monthly loan payments will be lowered from 15 percent to 10 percent of a student’s discretionary income. Just what is “discretionary income?”

Student loans would be forgiven under the new plan if not repaid in 20 years (10 years for public service workers). What are “public service workers?” Perhaps politicians and community organizers? Return student loans to the private sector and reduce the waste.

Dorothy Grove
Polo, Mo.
Facts, not fiction
It’s incredible. The Republican noise machine grinds out the same old story line, and Americans fail to think for themselves.

We live in a day and age where actual facts are at our fingertips, but it’s easier to repeat a prefab opinion because it suits our need to fit in at church, at work or at a family gathering.

I’ve had friends and family (all great folks, I think) tell me some of the dumbest things that they’ve heard from someone else, or buck me some mindless email that someone else sent them. You know, Joe from church forwards an email with “You need to see this,” or “Forward this to all of your friends if you love America.”

Then you look at the email and it’s intended to be inflammatory, but if you verify the facts it’s pure political hate and baloney. 

I know it’s hard, but it’s time to think for yourself. America can come together and solve its problems, but only if we agree upon the facts.

I’ll start: The Twin Towers were not blown up by the government. Obama was born in Hawaii. 

John Meyer
Blue Springs
Representative government for whom?
For some time I’ve been struggling with what it means to live in a democracy where there is a representative style of government. However, as I watch our elected officials of both parties, knowing that most of them are relatively wealthy and see how large, tax-free corporations help line their pockets, I think I now have a far better understanding of what representative government is really all about.

In the meantime, we had best learn how to take better care of ourselves.

Warren R. Smith
Ottawa, Kan.
Occupy Wall Street
I wonder about these folk who are engaged in the Occupy Wall Street protests. What do they expect to happen?

I wonder how many of these well intentioned individuals will either not vote in our upcoming elections or vote these same characters back into office again.

It’s kind of like my professor asked a classmates during one of the computer classes: “If it didn’t work the first five times, what makes you think it’ll work this time?”

I suggest we all vote against anyone who is currently in office because I see no improvements from the Democrats, and I certainly do not see any improvement from the Republicans we put in Congress during the last election. 

Paul R. Koontz Sr.
Spring Hill
Congress applauds
Private corporations absorb a lot of flak from Congress and the public as well. But here’s a question to mull over: How many federal financial regulators or members of Congress could hold a job without getting fired immediately if they were running a private corporation?

The condition of this country gives you your answer. 

Joe F. Dragosh
Independence
Pledge truly American 

The Pledge of Allegiance is an American tradition and should remain the same, regardless of the fact that it contains the phrase, “under God.” The Pledge should pay respect to the freedom of religion given to us in the First Amendment. 

Never is religion forced upon anyone. One God isn’t specified in the Pledge. This means it shall appeal to anyone who chooses to believe in a god. It represents the tradition and the early religious roots of this country. 

No one is forced to say the Pledge of Allegiance. Everyone can choose to recite it, just as they can choose to be religious or not. This goes back to the fact that we must respect one another and our freedom of religion. 

Some will argue that “under God, indivisible,” is contradictory because it immediately divides those who do and don’t believe in a God. If America was truly divided, how are we still a country functioning very well?

So please, respect those with different views and respect the fact that we are blessed to live in a country that has the freedom to believe or not believe in what we choose. 

Isabella Bowling
Blue Springs
Gays merit U.S. rights
Life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness are what the Declaration of Independence offers as “unalienable rights.” This might be true for most Americans but not all.

Life? Not for many homosexuals. Once they come out, they risk falling victim to a murderous hate crime. They risk facing bullies — which can lead to suicide.

Liberty? Forget about freedom. Homosexuals are denied a number of rights.

Pursuit of happiness? How can gay people be happy when they’re told they can’t marry who they love? Perhaps the Bible does say homosexual relationships are wrong or unnatural, or that homosexuals are inhuman. But in the Bible, there are more than 200 allusions to heterosexual people doing wrong. Homosexuals’ “wrong-doings” are mentioned fewer than 20 times. 

According to the Bible, and the Defense of Marriage Act, marriage can be defined as a unity between a man and a woman. The last time I checked, our laws were not supposed to be influenced by the Bible. What happened to the separation of church and state?

Homosexual and bisexual people are human, just as every heterosexual person is. They should be treated as such and given the same rights as others.

Payton Haen
Lee’s Summit
Arab Spring dawning on U.S. shores?
As we are watching the Arab Spring with admiration sweeping throughout the Middle East from Tunisia to Cairo, Tripoli to Damascus and Sana’a, we are seeing that they have one thing in common: People are seeking a major change.

They are saying enough is enough. You cannot keep lying to us. We can no longer accept being absent from the decision-making.

Now in Europe it looks like something is going on. And we see in New York City.

It’s what could become an Arab Spring coming to the United States this fall or winter. There might be a reason for this.

The economy does not look good at all. We take our country to wars based on lies, and no one is held accountable.

People’s interests are absent when a decision is made in Washington, D.C. Elections seem to produce nothing but the same results.

Big corporations are having more influence over the decisions. Is it time for the Arab Spring to arrive here in the United States? I am not sure. 

Ahmed El-Sherif
Leawood
Death penalty in U.S.
Contrary to what some people might think, the death penalty is not immoral. Taking the life of another person deserves a greater punishment than incarceration, and by executing the ones responsible it prevents them from repeating the same crime. 

It is wrong for us to simply imprison someone for murder, when the same punishment is being handed out for much lesser crimes. A human life is much more valuable than any material item. 

Locking murderers up in an air-conditioned facility, giving them three meals a day, personal recreation time and family visits is a “slap in the face of morality,” says Casey Carmical, author of Ethics of Capital Punishment. 

Some will claim that the death penalty is in violation of the Eighth Amendment, but it is not. To claim that cruel and unusual punishment references the death penalty would be ridiculous. 

Sydney Buckley
Lee’s Summit
911 for caring pros
On a recent Sunday, we had occasion to fear for a loved one’s safety and called 911 (for the first time) for help.

Emergency responders arrived immediately and treated us with caring and professionalism. The situation ended well, and we’ll never forget how much it helped during the “anxious time” to have 911 people doing their best to see that it turned out with a positive result.

Rose Marie Warner
Kearney, Mo.

