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Senate approves $400 million for tornado recovery

November 3, 2011 | Missouri News Horizon | Posted by: Tim Sampson 

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. – A day after the U.S. Senate approved his proposal to give an additional $400 million to tornado relief, Sen. Roy Blunt praised his colleagues for providing smaller communities around Joplin with a more flexible spending plan for recovery.

In committee, Blunt fought to include the $400 million block grant program in the larger appropriations bill that passed the Senate on Tuesday. The block grants would go to individual communities and have fewer restrictions on how they can be used. Blunt said this will enable smaller communities to use funds in a way that best fits their needs.

“It just gives local communities a lot more flexibility to use grant money than they otherwise might have,” he said. “They can use it to meet there local match or to restore water and sewer challenges.”

The bill now heads to the U.S. House of Representatives. Differences between House and Senate spending plans will likely have to be ironed out in a conference committee.

FEMA chief: Joplin scarred, but has ‘come a long way

November 3, 2011
By Debby Woodin The Joplin Globe 

JOPLIN, Mo. — The Federal Emergency Management Agency is working with local officials to try to be ready for construction of permanent replacements for public buildings to begin by next fall, FEMA chief Craig Fugate said Thursday.

Fugate returned to Joplin on Thursday to meet with City Manager Mark Rohr on the status of the city’s recovery, and to tour the May 22 tornado zone and FEMA installations. He had spent five days in Joplin starting the day after the EF-5 twister virtually leveled a central section of the city.

Since then, the tornado-stricken area including Duquesne, and areas of Jasper and Newton counties, has received $181.5 million in federal assistance through FEMA programs, including housing for those displaced, and construction of temporary schools, fire stations, hospitals and other essential buildings.

When he was here in May, many streets were still clogged with debris, and piles of rubble made landmarks unrecognizable, Fugate said.

Riding down Maiden Lane past Cunningham Park on Thursday, Fugate said, “All of this area was badly crushed” by the storm. “Literally, we did not know that there was a pool there until we pulled all the trees off of it,” he said, pointing to the Cunningham pool.

Along 20th Street, near Range Line Road, he saw that a number of houses already have been rebuilt or are in the final stages of construction. He said that as he drove into the city on May 23, it was evident that something was wrong because there was a lot of activity. “Coming in today, there are very few signs something has happened until you get to the tornado zone,” he said.

FEMA staff members led Fugate on a drive through the Hope Haven 1 and 2 Villages and the Officer Jeff Taylor Memorial Acres mobile home parks established along Highway 171 near Prairie Flower Road for temporary living quarters for storm victims.

A total of 586 households were eligible for temporary housing, and 569 of those families and individuals have been placed, according to FEMA. Some are living in available rental housing throughout the metro area. There are 375 families and individuals living in the Hope Haven and Taylor mobile home parks, and 141 living in commercial mobile home parks where FEMA also placed modular homes.

Fugate also was driven to the temporary senior high school at Northpark Mall. He asked if the students get to eat lunch at the food court and was told that the school district does not allow the students to visit the mall during school hours.

Asked about the status of FEMA funding in the wake of multiple disasters this year, Fugate said the agency has the funding it needs through the end of the calendar year. He said the government’s Office of Management and Budget is working with those involved in congressional allocations to establish a full budget for the year.

He said FEMA is working with Joplin-area government officials to write the worksheets they will need to submit for FEMA reimbursement for the permanent work, whether it’s repair or new construction.

Standing on a high point near the shell of the destroyed St. John’s Regional Medical Center, Fugate looked out over work being done in the tornado zone. “It’s progress,” he said. “The scars are still there and are going to be there for a long time. But it’s come a long way.”

FUNDING SO FAR

FEMA HAS PROVIDED, as of Nov. 3, tornado assistance totaling $181.5 million to the Joplin area through various programs, according to an agency fact sheet.

 • $158 MILLION has been spent on emergency response and recovery such as debris removal, AmeriCorps assistance, EPA air quality monitoring, animal sheltering, and construction of temporary housing sites, temporary schools and fire stations, and St. John’s Mercy Hospital.

• $20 MILLION has been spent in assistance to households and individuals for temporary housing, rental assistance, home repair and replacement, medical and dental treatment related to storm injuries, and funeral assistance for tornado victims.

• $1.5 MILLION has been spent for crisis counseling.

• $2 MILLION has been spent to repair or replace emergency services buildings and equipment.

41-percent of Americans think state workers' pay should be lowered 

By Lucas Bond – KRCG TV 13

Most Americans know the United States is in a budget crisis and government officials are trying to figure ways to fix this problem.

The latest Rasmussen Report indicates 41-percent of Americans favor a 10-percent pay cut for all state employees to balance the books.

KRCG's Facebook Crew talked with Missouri state workers about that.

"It's been established that Missouri employees are at the absolute bottom of the barrel in pay nationwide,” Missouri Corrections Officers Association Gary Gross.

A Rutgers University study said Missouri state employees are among the lowest paid state workers.

The average salaries of Show-Me State workers are 24-percent below the national average.

"Missouri has failed to appropriate the funds to give to state employees their within grade pay raises,” Gross said.

Gross said most state workers could not survive a pay cut.

"If you take the average 10-percent cut that these people are asking for, some state workers would be welfare recipients in many cases,” Gross said.

Most all the state employees I talked with Thursday agreed with Gross, that they're the lowest paid state employees in the United States and they do not want a pay cut.

"The math just doesn't work. I don't see how taking money out of people's pockets is going to fix the economy. I think the problem is much larger than cutting state pay by ten-percent. I don't think that would be more than just a drop in the bucket,” Missouri state worker said.

"I think it's a terrible idea. We're the lowest paid state workers in the nation and we can barely make ends meet right now with what I bring in. I just think it would be a terrible idea, personally,” Missouri state employee said.

State workers are not the only ones who think a pay cut is a bad idea.

So does Senator McCaskill.

"You don't gravitate to public service for big dollars. I'm very proud of the state workers in Missouri. I think the folks that are saying this on a survey are just frustrated with our current economy, and sometimes it's easiest to blame the government,” U.S. Senator Claire McCaskill said.

McCaskill meets with Arlington Cemetery officials 

Associated Press | Posted: Friday, November 4, 2011 2:47 am 

Officials at Arlington National Cemetery will brief U.S. Sen. Claire McCaskill on their ongoing reform efforts following revelations last year of more than 200 misidentified gravesites.

McCaskill, a Democrat from Missouri, will be touring the cemetery Friday morning to learn about the changes that are taking place.

In September, the Army's inspector general issued a report saying the widespread mismanagement uncovered at the cemetery a year ago no longer exists. But the cemetery continues to deal with problems, including typical wait times of almost three months for burials with full military honors.

McCaskill chairs a Senate subcommittee that has conducted oversight hearings on the cemetery's management.
US House panel to examine Mo. River flood 

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- A Missouri congressman says a U.S. House panel will examine this year's flooding on the Missouri River.

Republican Rep. Blaine Luetkemeyer says a subcommittee of the Transportation and Infrastructure Committee will hold a hearing Nov. 30 on the flood-related actions of the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers. The corps manages the Missouri's flow.

The flooding lasted much of the summer and damaged crops, closed roads and forced people from their homes. The corps has said it could cost $500 million to a $1 billion to repair the system of levees, dams and control structures damaged by the flood.

Corps of Engineer general who ordered levee breach assigned to D.C.

Friday, November 4, 2011 – Southeast Missourian

A change of command for the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers' Mississippi Valley Division is coming next week. 

According to a corps news release, Maj. Gen. Michael J. Walsh will transfer command of the division to Maj. Gen. John W. Peabody on Thursday. 

The quarterly newsletter of the corps said Walsh will become deputy commanding general for civil and emergency operations in Washington, D.C. Walsh has served as commander of the division and president of the Mississippi River Commission since February 2008. He gave the order for the May detonations of the Birds Point levee along the Mississippi River during spring flooding. 

Peabody is moving into the post after serving as the commander and division engineer of the Great Lakes and Ohio River Division. He will also serve as president-designee of the Mississippi River Commission. 

KC summit to focus on college access barriers

KANSAS CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Barriers to college entrance and success will be the focus of an education summit next week at the University of Missouri-Kansas City.

Tuesday's event will bring together experts from Kansas and Missouri to talk about what keeps people from attending college or finishing their degrees.

Speakers include Congressmen Emanuel Cleaver of Missouri and Kevin Yoder of Kansas. Officials from several area universities and community colleges also are expected to attend.

Participants will share strategies for recruiting and retaining students from underrepresented populations.

GM to double workforce at Wentzville plant

November 4, 2011 | Missouri News Horizon | Posted by: Tim Sampson 

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. – The Nation’s largest auto manufacture announced plans to invest $380 million into its suburban St. Louis factory, adding up to 1,660 new jobs.

General Motors announced plans Thursday to begin producing a new line of mid-size pickup truck at its Wentzville factory, adding more than 1,200 jobs at the plant. The company will also add a second shift to its current vehicle production lines, adding another 400 jobs starting in 2012. The expansions will more than double the plant’s current workforce to a total of 3,060 employees.

“The future of the American auto industry starts right here in Missouri,” said Gov. Jay Nixon, who was joined by leaders from GM and the United Auto Workers union in announcing the expansion.  “GM’s investment in next-generation production here in Missouri will ensure that our automotive legacy continues for generations to come.”

GM’s expansion will make the company eligible for tax incentives from the state under the Missouri Manufacturing Jobs Act that was passed last year to help ensure a $1.1 billion investment by Ford Motor Company in its Claycomo facility near Kansas City.

Kinder's health lawsuit financed by Revere America
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- Missouri Lt. Gov. Peter Kinder has received most of his funding for a lawsuit challenging the federal health care law from a single source.

Figures released Thursday by Kinder's office show he had raised nearly $207,000 for the lawsuit by the end of last year, $200,000 of which came from Revere America.

Revere America is an advocacy group founded by former New York Gov. George Pataki that supports the repeal of President Barack Obama's health care law.

Kinder's lawsuit challenges the constitutionality of a federal mandate that most people have health insurance or face tax penalties beginning in 2014. The lawsuit was dismissed by a trial judge. But a federal appeals court panel heard arguments on the dismissal two weeks ago.

Senators express some optimism in work of supercommittee
National poll shows lack of confidence to reduce deficit

By Ken Newton, St. Joseph News-Press

POSTED: 10:36 pm CDT November 3, 2011

A national poll released on Thursday indicated that only 24 percent of Americans believe President Obama and the congressional “supercommittee” will be able to agree on a plan to lower the federal budget deficit.

Missouri’s U.S. senators, neither of whom sits on the select panel, have a more optimistic view.

Sens. Claire McCaskill, a Democrat, and Roy Blunt, a Republican, said this week that the special committee has access to information sufficient to make good decisions and that a budding spirit of compromise seems apparent.

The clock, however, is ticking on the group’s work.

“This opportunity will either be taken advantage of or missed within the next couple of weeks,” Mr. Blunt said in a conference call with Missouri reporters.

The 12-member, bipartisan panel — technically, the Joint Select Committee on Deficit Reduction — has until Nov. 23 to deliver recommendations for trimming the red ink by more than $1 trillion over the next decade.

The committee got life in August as Congress and the president wrestled with a deal for raising the nation’s debt ceiling.

Ms. McCaskill said in a conference call that the Republicans and Democrats on the panel now appear more willing to consider a wider range of options.

“It seems like we have passed that barrier where one side said we won’t talk about revenue and the other side said we won’t talk about entitlements,” the Democrat observed.

“The notion that we can solve our long-term debt problem is just a fantasy if we’re not honest with folks about putting everything on the table.”

Agricultural interest groups have expressed concern about farm policy being written by the supercommittee, whose recommendations will get an up-or-down vote by the full Congress with no chance for amendment.

Mr. Blunt praised Kansas Sen. Pat Roberts, the top Republican on the chamber’s Agriculture Committee, for providing counsel to the select panel. The Missourian said the group’s recommendation might be the best chance for farm policy to attain some certainty this year.

“I think it’s very unlikely that we’ll get a multi-year farm bill any other way than through the supercommittee,” Mr. Blunt said, adding, “The biggest concern is the uncertainty about things that don’t have to be uncertain.”

A poll released Thursday by Quinnipiac University Polling Institute showed less than a quarter of the registered voters surveyed believe in the possible success of the supercommittee.

The low opinion proved consistent across party lines and among genders, races, religious affiliations and income groups.

Ms. McCaskill, while hopeful, also voiced a note of caution.

“This place can become dysfunctional at the drop of a hat,” she said.
Solyndra backlash may endanger hybrid van project in St. Louis area

BY TIM LOGAN, STLtoday.com

Posted: Friday, November 4, 2011 

The uproar over a solar company's bankruptcy in California now threatens one of the biggest economic development projects the St. Louis region has going.

Emerald Automotive, a hybrid delivery van startup that wants to build a $170 million plant in Hazelwood, will face heightened scrutiny for crucial federal financing amid a furor over energy loans gone bad, industry analysts say. To build its plant, the British company needs financing from the Department of Energy through a loan program similar to the one used by Solyndra, a solar panel-maker that received a $535 million loan guarantee but went under in August.

Solyndra's collapse has spurred congressional investigations and a criminal inquiry. In response, the White House last week pledged a full review of all its energy loans. All the fuss could hamper Emerald's effort, said Dave Hurst, a senior analyst with Pike Research, which studies clean technology firms.

"There's going to be a lot more scrutiny on these programs," he said. "And it's going to be harder for (the Department of Energy) to make these loans."

At stake is potentially 600 local jobs at Emerald, plus hundreds more at St. Louis-area suppliers. Also on the table is $5 million in financing already approved by Hazelwood and the state of Missouri — part of $17 million that Emerald has raised to date to fund early-stage development. That money is being used to develop a pair of prototype vans, set to be done by year's end, and to launch operations. Emerald recently rented office space in Hazelwood and has begun advertising for a few office jobs. It plans to close on a plant site by the end of the year.

"We're meeting all the milestones we've laid out," said Emerald general counsel Sharon Heaton.

But the project hinges on $120 million Emerald is seeking under the Alternative Vehicle Technology Manufacturing (ATVM) loan program, a Department of Energy effort to spark energy-efficient car production. That money would cover almost two-thirds of the cost to build Emerald's Hazelwood plant and start production. Emerald filed its application in April, Heaton said, and expects a final decision in the second or third quarter of 2012.

The company has been talking with energy department officials and undergoing background checks required for the loan. Heaton said Emerald is confident the financing will come through.

"DOE continues to be vigorous in their protection of the taxpayer, and they're putting us through a very rigorous process," she said. "We have a very strong application on the merits."

But politics may intervene.

The collapse of Solyndra has become a hot potato, with Republicans on Capitol Hill and in the presidential race making hay over potential ties between company investors and President Barack Obama. The head of the Energy Department's Loan Program Office has resigned. And on Thursday, a House committee voted to take the rare step of filing a subpoena for White House records in the case.

Solyndra tapped a different loan program than the one Emerald wants, but the two programs are related and run by the same office within the Energy Department. Given the deepening black eye over the solar panel-maker, any company seeking an energy loan right now can expect to be placed under a microscope, said Kevin See, an alternative energy analyst with Lux Research in Boston.

"The pressure's going to be turned up," See said. "I would anticipate a very, very thorough due diligence."

The auto loan program itself has been scrutinized once already. Last month, House members voted to cut $1.5 billion from its $7.5 billion budget and use the money for disaster relief. The Senate said no, arguing the auto loans were worth keeping, and fended off the cuts. But the budget hawks may return at any time, Hurst said.

"It doesn't seem like there's anything sacred at this point," he said. "My gut says in a year or two you may see this program going away. It's going to depend a lot on the election."

One of the "yes" votes to cut ATVM came from Rep. Blaine Luetkemeyer, R-St. Elizabeth. He was one of Emerald's first contacts in Missouri, and encouraged the company to put its plant in St. Louis. He also supported its loan application, co-signing an April letter backing the company with fellow Reps. Russ Carnahan, D-St. Louis, and Jo Ann Emerson, R-Cape Girardeau.

But Luetkemeyer had broader concerns about oversight of Energy Department loans, said spokesman Paul Sloca, and — after being assured there would still be enough money to fund Emerald's loan — he voted to pare back the program.

"(Luetkemeyer) obviously thought that the Department of Energy has some problems," he said. "But pending applications, like Emerald, we were told are covered. The remainder of the money was unspoken for."

Still, it's a competitive process. The program has $25 billion to lend, and has already allocated $9.2 billion to six companies. Another 18 applications, totaling $9.8 billion, are pending, according to research from the Center for American Progress. Cuts could mean there's not enough to go around.

But if Emerald can prove technical and financial wherewithal, it may be positioned well to win a loan, Hurst said. The company plans to make fleet vehicles, a slice of the market with strong demand for fuel-efficiency, and it plans to export them, a top priority of the Obama administration.

"I would think that would be a pretty compelling argument," Hurst said.

It had better be, for Emerald's sake.

The company has a long road to go before the first delivery vans come off its assembly line, likely in 2014. That road will get a lot longer, said See, if Emerald can't tap what may be the best source of financing that exists right now for a startup green auto company.

"It's no small feat to suddenly enter the world of auto manufacturing. Any company like this needs tons of capital just to get going," he said. "These loans are a source of it. It's kind of a must.”
GM announces expansion at Wentzville plant

Wentzville, MO (KSDK) - Missouri Governor Jay Nixon joined representatives of General Motors, leaders from the United Auto Workers union, and employees at GM's Wentzville assembly plant Thursday morning to announce the company's plans to bring new jobs and invest hundreds of millions of dollars to the facility. 

GM is investing $380 million to upgrade and expand the Wentzville plant for production of an all-new redesigned Chevrolet Colorado mid-size pickup. This will result in 1,260 new production jobs at the Wentzville plant to accommodate assembly of the Colorado.

Beginning in January 2012, an additional 400 jobs will be part of a second shift to support demand for the Chevy Express and GMC Savana vans.

The average autoworker at the Wentzville plant makes $28 an hour.

NewsChannel 5 is working to ascertain the sales figures for the Chevy Colorado.  General Motors said their new redesign has been a hit overseas.

The Chevy Colorado is currently manufactured in Shreveport, Louisiana, at a plant scheduled to close next year. That plant employs 925 people, according to a story appearing The New York Times in March. 

Ford shut down an SUV plant in Hazelwood in 2006 and Chrysler closed minivan and pickup truck plants in Fenton in 2008 and 2009. 

General Motors could be eligible for up to 10 years of incentives under the Missouri Manufacturing Jobs Act provided it meets strict requirements for next-generation investment and employment. GM could also receive incentives for creation of new jobs through the Missouri Quality Jobs Program and the Missouri New Jobs Training Program, both of which are conditioned on strict job creation requirements. 

Missouri act spurred GM's $380 million investment here, Nixon says 

BY LISA BROWN, STLtoday.com

Posted: Friday, November 4, 2011 12:30 am

WENTZVILLE • Just after the Missouri Legislature passed the Manufacturing Jobs Act in a special session last year, Gov. Jay Nixon received a phone call from Ed Whitacre, the then-chief executive of General Motors, offering his congratulations.

"I had a sense that would lead to really good news for us," Nixon said Thursday, recalling the phone conversation during a news conference in which GM executives announced details of a $380 million investment at the Wentzville assembly plant.

GM will build a half-million-square-foot addition to the 3.7 million square foot plant that currently makes only vans. The added space will make way for a new product — the re-engineered Chevrolet Colorado, a midsize pickup, company officials confirmed.

The new pickup will bring 1,260 jobs initially, which could grow based on truck sales. That's in addition to more than 400 jobs GM is adding early next year for a second shift for Chevrolet Express and GMC Savana van production. The plant, which opened in 1983, currently employs about 1,400 in a single shift.

The automaker hasn't disclosed when the Colorado will start rolling out of the Wentzville's assembly plant, but a United Auto Workers union official said it would happen in 2013.

As a result of the investment, GM also has been approved for $36.8 million over 10 years through the Manufacturing Jobs Act, which was the subject of Whitacre's phone call last year.

The Manufacturing Jobs Act allows automakers to retain withholding taxes on jobs that are retained in the state. The incentive for the entire program is capped at $15 million annually. Ford Motor Co. announced last month that it is tapping into the incentives for a $1.1 billion investment in its assembly plant in Claycomo, Mo.

Nixon, Missouri Department of Economic Development Director David Kerr and the governor's policy director, Jeff Harris, all traveled to Detroit in September 2010 to meet with Daniel Akerson, who succeeded Whitacre as GM's CEO, to make the case for investment in Wentzville.

"The legislation was a key deciding factor to get an investment of this size," Nixon told the Post-Dispatch.

GM also has applied for an unspecified amount of incentives through the state's Quality Jobs program, that's based on the number of jobs that are created and a state jobs training program.

This is in addition to the partial tax abatement the city of Wentzville approved for the expansion in September.

The new vehicle announcement came just weeks after the United Auto Workers union and GM approved a new four-year contract, which outlined the investment GM planned to make at plants across the country, including in Wentzville.

GM officials have kept quiet in recent weeks about what new vehicle was slated to be built in Wentzville. On Thursday, dozens of GM assembly workers crowded on the assembly plant floor, craning their necks to get a glimpse of a concept model — a pre-production version — of the new Colorado, which made its entrance through a blue curtain.

"It seems like something we've waited for, for a long time," said Wentzville plant manager John Dansby. In the U.S., Colorados are currently made in a Shreveport, La., facility that's slated to shut down in August 2012.

Union workers drew parallels between the Wentzville plant and the St. Louis Cardinals, who made a dramatic comeback to win the World Series.

Slumping van demand in recent years forced Wentzville's assembly plant to shrink to a single shift in August 2009.

"I believe we got the (Colorado) because the company wants every plant to be fully utilized with three shifts," said Mike Bullock, chairman of UAW Local 2250, which represents hourly workers at the Wentzville plant. "The Wentzville assembly plant is a lot like the Cards, we didn't give up either."

GROWTH POTENTIAL

After the plant expansion is completed, GM is targeting production of 135,000 Colorado pickups in the truck's first year. GM produced nearly 33,000 Colorado pickups this year through Oct. 29, according to Automotive News.

Cathy Clegg, GM's vice president of labor relations, said pricing and product specifications have not yet been determined for the next generation Colorado that will be sold in the U.S.

The new Colorado is based on a truck design developed by GM's Brazilian subsidiary. But the pickup will be tailored for the U.S. and other major markets.

The initial model GM launched in Thailand last month has so far been well received, she said.

"We've gotten really positive feedback," Clegg told the Post-Dispatch after the news conference.

GM is making a bet that there's opportunity to grow in the midsize pickup category, which saw lackluster sales over the past decade as many buyers opted for full-size trucks with bigger engines and towing capacity. Due to sagging sales, Ford ended production of its midsize Ranger pickup this year, and Chrysler stopped making the Ram Dakota in August.

GM and other domestic automakers invested heavily in improving fuel efficiency of its larger trucks, making them comparable in some cases to midsize trucks.

The next generation Colorado launched in Thailand has improved fuel efficiency compared to the current-generation Colorado, the company says.

"One reason the midsize market has stagnated is that a lot of attention hasn't been paid to it," said Jeremy Anwyl, chief executive of Edmunds.com, an automotive consumer research website based in Santa Monica, Calif. "The new Colorado is quite different than the current one, which went for over a decade without a redesign."

GM may be able to attract buyers looking for a midsize truck that significantly beats full-size trucks on gas mileage, he said.

"A lot of that demand depend on where fuel costs will be in the future," Anwyl said.
Businessman May Take on Kinder in GOP Race for Governor
ST. LOUIS–(KMOX)–Peter Kinder may soon have another Republican nipping at his heels in the GOP primary for Governor.

Businessman Dave Spence, the President and CEO of Alpha Packaging,  in St. Louis County, says he is “strongly considering” a run for governor — whether or

not Kinder runs.

“A businessman and somebody from the outside who is not part of the system might have a better chance of getting something done in Jefferson City than the same formula that keeps regurgitating itself,” Spence said.

Spence, 53, says he and his wife of 21 years have four children, ages 20 to 14.  The company, which specializes in the making plastic bottles and jars, was started when Spence was 26 years old.  It now boasts 775 employees in seven locations across the country.

Missouri Lt. Governor Peter Kinder is expected to announce his candidacy for Governor soon — perhaps as soon as next week.   Kinder has been wounded but still trotting forward, after his past visits to see a strip club dancer made headlines in late summer.  Since the story broke Kinder received the endorsement of former U-S Senator Jack Danforth and he has continued to raise money.

Kinder has already raised more than $1.6 million and Governor Jay Nixon has raised some $3 million.  Spence says he is “not intimidated” by the prospect of fundraising.

“I’m willing to self-fund part of it to at least be credible,” Spence said, “and then from there I am convinced I can raise the money.  I think the business community would respond en masse .  I’ve already raised verbally some money from about five phone calls that told me that people believe I can do the job.”

Spence says he will make a final decision on whether to run in about 60 days.

In earlier reports, Spence had made his possible candidacy contingent on Kinder dropping out. But he now tells KMOX he might even run against Kinder.

So far, the only declared Republican candidate for Governor in Missouri is Kansas City attorney Bill Randles.  The Harvard Law School graduate and Baptist minister has practiced law for 20 years in St. Louis and Kansas City, but has never held elective office.  He’s been campaigning around the state for months.

If the GOP primary becomes a three-way race between a Lt. Governor, a businessman and a Baptist minister, voters could make their choice based on a variety of factors that could make the contest harder to predict.
State Rep. proposes elections overhaul

November 4, 2011 | Missouri News Horizon | Posted by: Tim Sampson
JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. – A state representative who is currently running to replace the state’s top elections official, announced plans to introduce sweeping overhauls of the state’s electoral processes.

Rep. Shane Schoeller, R-Willard, announced plans Thursday to file a pair of bills in the next legislative session that he’s calling the “Missouri Fair Elections Act.” The legislation would mandate several constitutional changes and alter the way legislative redistricting and ballot referendums are handled in Missouri.

Among the proposed reforms, the bill would alter the way the state House and Senate boundaries are redrawn every ten years. Currently, bipartisan panels are appointed by the governor to redraw the legislative maps based on Census results. But for the last two decades, the process has resulted in partisan deadlock.

But Schoeller’s proposal, patterned after Iowa and similar to legislation introduced by Missouri House Democrats for the past several years, would make it so that new district maps are drawn up by a “nonpartisan legislative commission” and then voted on by the lawmakers themselves.

“The beauty of (the Iowa) system is that they don’t use political statistics when they are drawing their maps, they literally just take the population of their state and that’s how they draw their districts,” Schoeller said at capitol press conference Thursday morning.

Since the redistricting process is written into the State Constitution, it would have to be changed by a voter referendum that lawmakers would place on the ballot.

Rep. Jeanne Kirkton, D-St. Louis, who introduced a similar redistricting proposal last year, said she was glad to see a member of House Republican leadership take up the issue, which she called “commonsense good-government measure.”

Schoeller’s legislation also contains three other key reforms to the electoral process.

The act would create citizen committees to review ballot referendum language written by the Secretary of State. The issue of ballot referendum language review has become a major issue in Schoeller’s recently-announced campaign to replace Robin Carnahan as Secretary of State.

In recent years, lawsuits over ballot referendum wording have become more and more common.  But sources with the Carnahan’s office point out that under her administration, the courts have only upheld one court challenge to ballot language. And that change only involved a single word.

Schoeller’s legislation also renews the push for photo identification – an issue that is already set to come before voters in 2012. Schoeller and many of his Republican colleagues want voters to have to show photo identification at the polls.

But that issue has also been disputed by the current Secretary of State’s office, since there have been no reports of voter impersonation fraud in recent history.

At a Senate hearing earlier this year, Ron Barry, director of policy and government affairs for the secretary of state, testified that voter misrepresentation has not been an issue in Missouri, and said the proposed ballot initiative would create undue financial and electoral burdens to solve a “phantom problem.”

“To date, we have not had any instances of voter impersonation come before us,” Barry said. “There has been no one prosecuted for that. To some degree it is looking for a solution to a problem that does not exist.”

Another key provision in Schoeller’s legislation is a provision that would change the rules by which the state legislature can alter laws approved through the petition initiative process. This issue came under heavy scrutiny earlier this year when the general assembly voted to modify 2010’s “Prop B,” which established new regulation for dog breeders.

Under Schoeller’s bill, the legislature would only be able to modify a petition-driven bill if the legislature voted in a majority that was equal to the percentage of voters who approved the initial law, plus one percent.

This legislation comes less than two weeks after Schoeller announced his bid to become Secretary of State. Schoeller will be vying in the Republican primary against state Sens. Scott Rupp of Wentzville and Bill Stouffer of Napton, in hopes of replacing Carnahan who will not be seeking another term. So far state Rep. Jason Kander of Kansas City is the only Democrat to join the race.

State Treasurer reaches out to small business owners 

By Stephanie Claytor – KTVO

KIRKSVILLE, MO. -- Missouri State Treasurer Clint Zweifel stopped in Kirksville Thursday morning to have a closed session roundtable discussion with several business owners.

He promoted his office's small business low-interest loan program and listened to the concerns of the entrepreneurs. 

Many of them addressed the problems they were running into while trying to keep their businesses open, including regulatory issues, worker's comp, and difficulties hiring more employees.

"The biggest thing that I can see is the red tape needs to be shortened for a new business owner at all different levels," said Jay Findling, the owner and operator of Steve's Garden Deli. 

"The thing that I want to stress is that we're working hard to provide certainty and clarity and confidence in Missouri for the long term," said Zweifel.  "That's why we have a S & P AAA credit rating. That's why we're here on the ground helping small businesses with loans to expand and grow and hire employees. We're doing that work every single day."

According to the state treasurer, the meeting was closed to the media and the public because he wanted to have a frank conversation with local business owners. Similar roundtable discussions were held in Blue Springs, Joplin, Poplar Bluff, and St.Joseph.
State transportation officials plan to propose tolls to pay for new I-70
By Jo Mannies, Beacon political reporter     

Posted 5:31 pm Thu., 11.3.11  

The Missouri Department of Transportation plans to seek an end of the state's constitutional ban against toll roads as part of a proposal to rebuild and widen Interstate 70 from St. Louis to Kansas City, and using tolls to help cover the estimated $3 billion cost.

"A toll is a longterm funding source,'' said the department's district engineer, Ed Hassinger, during a roundtable session Thursday afternoon in St. Louis on infrastructure that featured representatives from business, labor and state government.

The idea would be to transform I-70 into a toll road all across the state, from St. Louis to Kansas. Hassinger said the department plans to ask the General Assembly during the next session to consider the toll road idea, as well as allowing the formation of a a public-private consortium to oversee the proposed I-70 reconstruction.

"We're getting to the point where it has to be rebuilt,'' Hassinger said, and money must be found to do it. Tolls, he added, can be "part of the answer."

Hassinger acknowledged that the toll road idea -- "one of the most 'true' user fees there is" -- is being pushed, in part, because Missouri's 17-cent-a-gallon gas tax -- one of the lowest in the country -- fails to raise enough money to fund the state's needed improvements to roads, highways and bridges.

The gas tax is not as reliable a money source as tolls, he added, because tax revenue also will go down as vehicle fuel efficiency goes up.

Several roundtable speakers appeared open to tolls, including Gary Elliott, business manager of the Eastern Missouri Laborers District Council. In an age when "taxes'' have become so unpopular, he said, tolls reflected the current conservative philosophy that "we are a 'pay as you go' society. No free lunch."

Jeff Aboussie, executive secretary/treasurer of the St. Louis Building & Trades Council, also praised the toll-road idea as one option for the St. Louis area and the state to address the state's infrastructure needs.

Neighboring states, particularly Oklahoma and Kansas, already have turned their sections of Interstates 44 and 70 into toll roads, Aboussie said.

Such an idea, he continued, represents some of the alternatives that the St. Louis region in particular needs to consider.

Aboussie said the region needs to develop its own infrastructure funding sources since Congress and the General Assembly -- in his opinion -- appear to oppose any sort of broad program to improve roads, bridges, highways and related infrastructure, while also creating jobs.

He was among several speakers who complained that public works have improperly and unfairly been drawn into the partisan and regional conflicts consuming Congress and, to a lesser degree, Jefferson City.

The backdrop for the discussion was the increased disrepair of area roads and bridges, and the 25 percent unemployment among around construction workers.

Contractors also are hurting. Thom Kuhn -- chief executive of Millstone Bangert, Paving/Road Contractors -- said his firm's workload is down 50 percent since 2006.

Aboussie suggested that St. Louis civic, business and labor leaders consider setting up a regional taxing district -- dedicated for infrastructure -- similar to the one now in place in Atlanta, Ga. The latter's district is paying for significant transportation improvements, he said, which in turn is helping Atlanta rebound economically.

Such a district, said Aboussie, could help raise the money needed for such economic efforts as encouraging China to locate a cargo hub at Lambert-St. Louis International Airport. Proposed state tax breaks for the hub got caught in philosophical, political and regional turf battles during recent sessions of the General Assembly.

"I don't think you ever give up on Jefferson City or Washington," Aboussie said. But he then cited the General Assembly's seven-week special session.,

None of the economic development proposals -- billed as the key focus of the session -- ended up getting passed, Aboussie said. "We witnessed a waste of time and a waste of taxpayer dollars.''

Raising money via tolls or other avenues, he and others said, may be the only way for the St. Louis region to get around the partisan fights that they contend are scuttling needed public works projects -- and endangering the public.

Elliott asserted that he didn't want to see an area bridge collapse before local officials finally take action.
PSC denies Ameren request to drop efficiency rebates 

BY JEFFREY TOMICH, STLtoday.com

Posted: Friday, November 4, 2011 12:15 am

Ameren Missouri recently signaled plans to slash its energy efficiency budget for electricity customers next year, arguing that reducing energy use was shortchanging its shareholders.

But energy efficiency rebates for natural gas customers are staying intact, at least for the next year.

On Wednesday, the Missouri Public Service Commission voted unanimously to deny Ameren's request to eliminate rebates on energy-saving items available to its 126,000 natural gas customers.

St. Louis-based Ameren agreed at the beginning of the year to fund rebates for an array of natural gas-saving items, from insulation to Energy Star doors, weather stripping and water heaters. The agreement was part of a broader settlement that allowed the utility to boost gas delivery rates by $5.6 million.

But Ameren sought to eliminate many of the most popular rebates soon afterward on grounds that they weren't cost-effective. The cost of the improvements did not pay off in energy savings, the company argued.

Consumer advocates at the state Office of Public Counsel and Department of Natural Resources balked at the request because the utility had agreed to fund the program through the end of 2012 and later to have a third party evaluate the results.

The PSC ordered Ameren to maintain the natural gas efficiency programs following a hearing last month. The commission said ending the programs prematurely "will undercut the effort to have the agreed-upon usage data necessary to evaluate the programs."

The agreement that Ameren signed requires the utility to fund the energy efficiency programs for three years at an amount reaching one-half percent of gross operating revenue for expenditures on cost-effective programs.

According to the PSC order, Ameren's own evidence presented in last month's hearing showed the utility knew that, using its own tests, some of the rebates weren't cost-effective at the time it agreed to fund them.

Utility representatives declined to discuss the commission's decision.

While the PSC will require Ameren to continue funding its gas efficiency program as it had promised, regulators have no similar signed agreement to require the utility to maintain electric efficiency programs.
NRC cites 2 issues at Mo. nuclear plant 

FULTON, Mo. (AP) -- The Nuclear Regulatory Commission says an inspection of central Missouri's Callaway power plant found two problems of what it calls "very low" safety significance.

The inspection of the nuclear plant operated by St. Louis-based Ameren took place in September. Results were released Thursday.

The NRC says one problem involved a motor-operated valve that failed after maintenance procedures were not followed. Inspectors also cited an incorrect setting for the breakers for an alternate emergency power supply.

Both problems were rated more than minor but of "very low" safety significance.

The nuclear plant is located near Fulton in Callaway County.

MSU poised to raise tuition if funding drops

By Didi Tang – Springfield News-Leader

Missouri State University may increase its tuition by 3.6 percent to $201 per credit hour in fall 2012, in pace with the annual inflation rate, Interim President Clif Smart said Thursday.

The proposal is one of several assumptions the university is making as it begins to develop its 2012-2013 budget, even though there are still many unknown factors, such as the level of the state funding.

State funding is one of the two major sources of revenue for MSU. The other is income from tuition and fees.

"We started planning way before we get the number from the state," said Eric Bosch, a chemistry professor who also chairs the university's executive budget committee.

"It's kind of a problem, so we make assumptions," Bosch said.

Like the state of Missouri, MSU starts its fiscal year on July 1.

The university follows the state budget discussions closely every spring as the school tries to finalize its budget at the same time.

The university cannot wait until it gets final financial figures from Jefferson City to start its budgeting process.

"We have to have a scenario to work on," Smart said, noting adjustments can be made later.

For now, the university is assuming a 5 percent cut in state funding, or $3.6 million, in developing its budget.

"It is likely this is a worst-case scenario, but we believe it (is) prudent to plan for this level of reduction," Smart wrote in his occasional online blog to the campus.

"We will know more in January and can adjust at that time if appropriate."

Faced with potential cuts in state funding, the university needs to find ways to make up for the shortfall, Bosch said.

In 2009, MSU kept its tuition flat in exchange for no cut in state funding.

The university booked a tuition increase on paper only but did not charge the higher rate in 2010 when Gov. Jay Nixon offered a modest reduction in state appropriation.

This year, MSU lost 7 percent in state funding. Tuition rose to $194 per credit hour for in-state undergraduate students.
Mo. high court mulls if felon can stay in office 

By CHRIS BLANK, Associated Press

JEFFERSON CITY, Mo. (AP) -- A western Missouri county official asked the Missouri Supreme Court on Thursday to let him remain in office although he previously pleaded guilty to a felony.

Herschel Young, who pleaded guilty in 1995 to assault after hitting someone who spat on his wife, was elected presiding commissioner in Cass County last year. However, a state law that took effect in 2007 makes felons ineligible to be candidates for public office, and a trial judge in February ordered that Young be removed from his post.

Young, 44, said that law is unfair and should be found unconstitutional. He said people should be allowed to hold office after they have completed their punishment for misdeeds.

"What makes somebody's past make them a worse leader than someone else?" said Young in an interview outside the state Supreme Court's chamber. "In the Bible, it says do not hold the sins of my youth against me. Nobody in this world can throw a rock, everybody has got a sin of some sort. I've never claimed to be perfect."

Young, a Republican, defeated incumbent official Gary Mallory, a Democrat. Young has remained the presiding commissioner in Cass County, which is south of Kansas City, but he said he has been in "limbo" because of the legal challenge and is unable to participate in commission meetings, vote or sign contracts.

At issue is a Missouri law that states no one shall "qualify as a candidate for elective public office in the state of Missouri who has been convicted of or found guilty of our pled guilty to a felony under the laws of this state."

Attorney Charlie Dickman, who represented Young, said the law's restrictions cannot be applied to Young because it would amount to an additional penalty that was not in place when he pleaded guilty. In addition, Dickman said there is no basis to strip Young of his position because the law applies to candidacy and not to fitness to actually hold the office.

The Cass County prosecutor's office had sought the court order, alleging Young could not serve as presiding commissioner because of the felony on his record. The prosecuting attorney is a Democrat.

Arguing the case was assistant prosecutor Scott Wright, who said the restrictions upon felons running for office were in place several years before Young filed to run for the county office and did not force him to do anything new. Wright said political candidates have no right to presume that election laws will never be changed and warned that invalidating the restrictions could lead to a road where no new law could be enforced on anyone who already was born before the statute was enacted.

Wright said one of the qualifications for someone to serve in an elected office is to have met the requirements to be a valid candidate for it.

Missouri Chief Justice Richard Teitelman questioned whether the removal of someone who already has won an election could impede the rights of voters.

Wright said the Missouri Legislature chose to bar felons from running for office to help ensure public confidence and trust.

"The people are served through the enforcement of that law," he said.

Arguments before the high court Thursday also focused on whether the candidacy restriction was valid because it only applies to felonies in Missouri and does not address crimes that were committed elsewhere.

The case was among the first heard since Judge George W. Draper III was appointed last month to join the seven-judge court.

Size of E. coli outbreak shrinks to 24 sickened

BY BLYTHE BERNHARD, STLtoday.com

Posted: Friday, November 4, 2011 12:00 am

The official number of people sickened by an E. coli outbreak was lowered from 26 to 24 by Missouri health officials.

"This is a real fluid situation that's constantly changing," said state health department spokeswoman Jacqueline Lapine.

Based on testing of stool samples from people who got sick, the state included two more people in the outbreak total on Thursday but determined another four cases are not connected.

There are also up to four cases of E. coli illness reported in Boone County, but health officials don't believe they are linked to the St. Louis outbreak.

State health investigators have so far focused on Schnucks markets because most of the people who got sick reported recently eating from salad bars in at least five stores in the St. Louis region.

The state continues to test various food samples collected from salad bars at Schnucks stores. So far, 17 food samples have been declared free of the bacteria. Another 38 samples were found negative for E. coli in preliminary lab tests.

Schnucks voluntarily removed suspected items from its salad bars when the outbreak was confirmed by the state on Oct. 26.

State inspectors have collected lettuce, strawberries, broccoli, deviled eggs, hard-boiled eggs, pineapple, carrots, radishes, zucchini, red onions, and salad dressings including Caesar, bistro, honey dijon, Italian and red wine vinaigrette from Schnucks stores.

Also collected for testing were packaged salads prepared with salad bar items, including the bistro chopped, fresco house, fried chicken, garden, Italian and turkey cobb salads.

A team from the federal Centers for Disease Control and Prevention in Atlanta will be calling random numbers in the St. Louis area to interview healthy people about their diet histories to try to further narrow the potential source of the bacteria.

Inspectors from the Food and Drug Administration arrived Wednesday in St. Louis to help inspect food processing facilities.

MISSOURINET
Time change points to growing problem of sleep deprivation 
November 4, 2011 
By Jessica Machetta 
Changing the clocks this weekend might impact people’s sleep schedules for a few days, but isn’t going to have a major impact on anyone … however, repeated sleep loss can have serious consequences. Dr. Victoria Sharma of St. Louis specializes in sleep disorders. She says this weekend’s time change will affect many people’s sleep routine, but most will adjust quickly. But, she says many are losing sleep year-round, which has both immediate and long-term impacts.

Studies show getting less than six hours of sleep a night can cause “an increase in inflammatory factors in the blood, that could result in increased risks of various diseases, including cancer,” she says. “And there’s a general increase in mortality for people who sleep less than six hours per night.”

Sharma says adults need between seven and eight hours of sleep a night — but not more. Studies actually show getting more than that does not increase performance, contrary to what some might think. Likewise, “catching up” on lost hours of sleep doesn’t really work.

She says studies have also shown that people who are sleep deprived experience drops in performance, but don’t know they’re making mistakes, which can be a dangerous.

“As time goes on, people start thinking they have adapted to the sleep deprivation … but in reality they’re performance is continuing to get worse. It’s actually very dangerous,” she says. “Most people who are chronically sleep deprived aren’t aware of the impact it’s having on them, so there are all kind of people driving around and making important decisions and are really not functioning at their best but aren’t aware of it.”

She says one thing keeping people from getting sleep is artificial light. Our bodies are programmed to be awake and be asleep according to the sun, but with artificial light, televisions, electronics and more, we don’t feel the urge to sleep when we normally would. Sharma recommends turning the lights down in the evening, and putting down the iPads and iPhones a few hours before bedtime. Many people turn on the television or the computer when they can’t sleep, which is really just perpetuating the problem.

Sharma says sleep apnea is on the rise with the increase in obesity rates. There are also about half a dozen different types of insomnia, keeping people awake, and having a potential to cause serious health and safety risks.

Sharma says people who suffer from sleep disorders and get them corrected often tell her it’s a life-changing experience. She says too many just accept lack of sleep as a way of life and put off getting medical attention.

Dr. Victoria Sharma is Medical Director for the SSM Center for Sleep Disorders at St. Mary’s Health Center in Richmond Heights, and St. Clare Health Center in Fenton.
MU team to study how to best train new combat medics

November 4, 2011 
By Mike Lear 

The University of Missouri has been awarded a $5.3 million Department of Defense grant to head up a study of how combat medics are trained.

The University has established a Combat Casualty Training Consortium (MU CCTC). It is one of two groups in the US formed to look at current training and make recommendations for how it should be conducted in the future.

The primary investigator of MU’s team is Doctor Stephen Barnes, MD. He is also the chief of the division of acute care surgery at the University’s School of Medicine. He says the group will focus on determining what works best and proposing a standardized method to the Department of Defense. Right now, the Doctor says there are variances in training based on a facility’s available resources and expertise, and in which branch of the military it is taking place.

The DOD has requested the study. It wants three main focus areas studied: hemorrhage control, airway management and emergency medical skills. Within each of those areas are smaller subgroups, where Doctor Barnes says the group will look at specific combat lifesaving procedures and determine how to teach those to a new medic.

One of the biggest issues to be considered is how training for a combat environment should be handled: what is the best way to introduce it, in what environment and what would best mimic what a wounded soldier looks like? Doctor Barnes thinks it is often forgotten that combat medics must work in the field or in tents where conditions are dirty, resources are limited, and often he or she is being fired upon.

With that in mind, about half his team is made up of senior medics who have been deployed multiple times and have experience performing lifesaving procedures during battle. That includes Barnes, who in the Air Force was assigned to a joint DOD training program in Cincinnati; the Center for Sustainment of Trauma and Readiness Skills. He provided critical and surgical care to troops in support of Operation Iraqi Freedom.

The grant covers two years of work and Barnes says its schedule is aggressive. It met for two days this week.

House Republican introduces Fair Elections Act

November 3, 2011 
By Allison Blood 
The House Speaker Pro Tem has announced he’ll be filing a package of bills to change several aspects of the way Missouri elections are run.

Representative Shane Schoeller says part of that is the redistricting process for the Missouri legislature. Last Spring the legislature needed to agree on a new district map, which resulted in many all-night debates.

He says despite the fact that Iowa is much smaller than Missouri and has fewer big cities, the process should still work. He says in Iowa, both Democrats and Republicans agree it’s a good system.

Schoeller says the Missouri Fair Elections Act would reform the way ballot language is written and would instate the need for a photo ID to vote. Schoeller is also running for Secretary of State, which is the office that’s in charge of elections. He says this bill has nothing to do with the race in 2012.

BLOG ZONE 
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CHUCK HATFIELD & WHO GETS THE KEY TO THE CAPITOL DOME 

 November 3, 2011 4:27 pm | Author: jberger 

This morning, the Mo. Supreme Court heard oral arguments in the case of Legends Bank v State of Missouri.  Chuck Hatfield, a partner at Stinson Morrison Hecker, argued on behalf of Legends.  This appeal involves the constitutionality of an ethics law, that was referred to by one representative as “the most comprehensive and sweeping ethics reform bill in the universe.” 

The bill, SB844, (passed in 2010), was indeed sweeping as it changed the laws relating to procurement, political action committee, contributions and who should have keys to the dome of the state capitol.  The legislation also prohibited Legends Bank from contributing to its own association’s political action committee. As a result, Legends challenged the bill as violating the Missouri Constitution, which prohibits bills from containing multiple subjects or from being changed to alter their original purpose.  

The Cole County Circuit Court agreed with Legends and found the bill unconstitutional.  The state appealed.  In the briefing on the case, the State of Missouri has asked the Supreme Court to revisit the law and change its approach of striking out only portions of improperly enacted bills. “This appeal presents an important issue of how Missouri legislature must enact legislation,” said Hatfield.
 “If the Supreme Court accepts the invitation of the parties to revisit and clarify the law, Legends v State could become the most important ruling on legislative procedure in decades.” Hatfield serves as chair of the law firm’s government solutions practice team and is a member of the firm’s policy committee.

Barklage Out at “Majority Fund”

Arch City Chronicle

By Dave | Thu, 11/03/2011 - 4:32pm 

Consultant extraordinaire David Barklage is out at the maestro of the Republican Senate’s campaign committee. It was formerly known as the “Majority Fund.” (Earlier this year the campaign committee was renamed into the bland “Missouri Senate Campaign Committee,” in part to separate future efforts from the controversial past.)

Barklage was one of the architects of the Republicans taking control of the chamber from Democrats and then building it into its current historic margin. 

In the 2008 cycle – a strong Democratic year – Republicans picked up three seats including the surprise upset of Kurt Schaefer over Chuck Graham. In 2010, they grabbed another three seats to increase their already wide majority. Republicans hold 26 of the 34 senate seats now.

But his success appears to have sown the seeds of his departure. The current Republican senators take their majority for granted, and have devoted their energies to infighting with a special vigor.

In the 2010 cycle, there was grumbling within the Republican caucus that “consultants” were too powerful. And there were aggrieved senators, smarting from Majority Fund involvement in their primary elections. In particular Sens. Brian Nieves and Rob Schaaf found themselves on the opposite side of Majority Fund money.

Debt panel blessing is sought for farm bill

BY BILL LAMBRECHT • Political Fix - STLtoday.com 

Posted: Thursday, November 3, 2011 12:00 am 

WASHINGTON • They call it the Farm Bill, but it might better be labeled the Food Bill because it covers food policy, food stamps and nutrition, not to mention one of the nation's largest pots of conservation spending.

It's hugely expensive -- $288 billion for the last five-year bill.

And it is controversial, partly because of farm subsidies, a reason that farm leaders in Congress are racing behind closed doors to present the 12-member super committee with a farm spending plan they hope is part of the grand deficit-trimming plan to be finished by Nov. 23.

By turning the giant package over to the super committee, members of Congress and their allies in the farm lobbies hope to avoid scrutiny from both the left and right when trying to pass a Farm Bill through the polarized Congress.

Missouri Sen. Roy Blunt, ranking Republican on the Senate Agriculture appropriations subcommittee, thinks giving the plan to the super committee is a fine idea.

"We need some certainty here, and I think the super committee has the potential to solve that problem," he told reporters today.

The issue of farm subsidies – $4.8 billion this year – has put environmental advocates and some of the Tea Party-aligned members of Congress on the same side.

On Thursday, a bipartisan coalition of 27 House members wrote their own letter  critical of a "secret Farm Bill" saying they were troubled "by any attempt to use the Joint Select Committee to authorize costly new mandatory programs without adequate congressional review,"

Don Carr, an agriculture specialist with the Environmental Working Group, argued this afternoon that sending the weighty Farm Bill to the anti-deficit panel short-circuits a vital debate.

"This process is so undemocratic without hearings or opportunities for people who want to reform the broken food system and bring ideas for the future of farm policy," he said.

Agriculture committee leaders missed a self-imposed Tuesday deadline to reach agreement on a proposal amid regional disputes over what it should contain.

The negotiators are aiming to cut $23 billion over 10 years, about $15 billion from crop subsidies. That is less than the $30 billion in cuts passed by the GOP-run House this year.

One question among farm leaders is whether they would be better off if the supercommittee fails to achieve at least $1.2 trillion in deficit reduction or Congress refuses to go along with the plan. In that case, automatic sequestration would fall most heavily on defense spending.

Chesterfield-based National Corn Growers Association is closely monitoring the negotiations. Jon Doggett, a corn growers' lobbyist in Washington, said he thinks there are "better ways" to achieve savings that one of the proposals under discussion - Iowa GOP Sen. Charles Grassley's plan to cap farm payments to individuals at $50,000 per year.

Doggett said his organization might look favorably on a plan being discussed that would end the yearly fixed payment system and replace it with payments when revenue for a crop falls below a regional target.

Quotes of the week: McCaskill’s naughty typo, Restaurant Association wants to ‘delight’ and Solis’s double-entendre

By Emily Heil – Washington Post
 “Facing sweet dilemma. Tx Senators are paying off World Series bet with BlueBell ice cream in a few. I say spluge. #11in11” — Sen. Claire McCaskill (D-Mo.) making an inadvertently naughty-sounding typo (“spluge”?). @clairecmc is reportedly on a diet.

“We want to nourish and delight everyone we serve”reads an inscription displayed on the wall of a conference room at the National Restaurant Association. The quote is attributed to Joe Lee, a former chairman and CEO of the association at the center of the sexual-harassment allegations swirling around presidential nominee Herman Cain, another former NRA chairman. 
Herman Cain is battling sexual harassment allegations from his tenure as head of the National Restaurant Association. 
“I’ll be darned if I’m going to set that aside now because a few tea baggers want to somehow muzzle my voice.” — U.S. Labor Secretary Hilda Solis, said during the Florida Democratic Convention over the weekend, as quoted by the Tallahassee Democrat. The secretary apparently did not understand the sexual connotation of the word “teabagger”. 

Graves wants flooding probe

The Kansas City Star – Prime Buzz

By  David Goldstein 

Rep. Sam Graves and others members of Congress whose states were impacted by flooding on the Missouri River have called for an investigation into management of the waterway.

They want the House Transportation and Infrastructure Committee to look into the decision-making process by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, which oversees the river.

“We are just now starting to understand the extent of the damage that this flood has caused,” Graves said in a statement. “This level of devastation demands that we get to the bottom of the what happened and take steps to prevent it from happening again.”

Graves and his colleagues are members of the Missouri River Working Group. The others are from South Dakota, North Dakota and Nebraska. A hearing could be held this month.

EDITORIALS … & Letters to the Editor
Editorial: Children deserve better than real-estate scams disguised as education

By the Editorial Board STLtoday.com 

Posted: Friday, November 4, 2011 12:00 am

When it comes to slick property deals that use public money to enrich private investors in real estate trusts, Imagine Schools Inc. of Arlington, Va., has been clever and creative.

When it comes to ensuring that non-profit boards of charter schools don't interfere with Imagine's for-profit business, the national management company has been disciplined and focused.

But when it comes to actually educating children, Imagine has been betraying the trust of thousands of St. Louis kids who are eager to learn — like the child in Christian Gooden's photograph with this editorial. Imagine has betrayed the trust of parents who thought that Imagine would provide a good education and give their kids a chance at a better life.
Imagine's scores on Missouri's standardized tests consistently have lagged behind those of other area school districts — including the St. Louis Public Schools. This year, even after four years of operation in St. Louis, Imagine's scores were the lowest of any district in the state.

The people responsible for safeguarding the educational interests of Imagine's 3,800 students should cancel the operating charters of its schools now and free families to find better places for their children to learn and grow.

That duty falls to Missouri Baptist University, the sponsor of record of Imagine's local schools. In the wake of a revelatory series of articles about Imagine earlier this week by the Post-Dispatch's Elisa Crouch, MBU officials have intensified their review of Imagine's substandard operations. Prior to publication, the university had been dragging its feet. That approach ill serves the students MBU wants to protect.

 Since Ms. Crouch's stories were published Sunday and Monday, Imagine Schools has placed an executive vice president on administrative leave. She reported finding his name associated with payments from a local developer who pleaded guilty earlier this year to federal charges of bank fraud and kickbacks in a case unrelated to Imagine.

However, the most disturbing aspect of this affair is not the scent of a possible scandal, but Imagine's standard business practices.

These include elaborate multi-party real estate deals used to secure property for its schools, including those in St. Louis. In the end, Imagine schools are saddled with millions of dollars a year in rent obligations that rake off as much as 20 percent of the state funds they receive to operate. That's 200 percent to 500 percent greater than the proportion of state funds other area charters pay in rent.

Combine that with Imagine's 12 percent management charge and assorted fees, and the schools are left in weak financial condition — short on staff, books and even such basic supplies as writing materials, toilet paper and soap. They are forced to scrimp on maintenance.

Ms. Crouch reported that Imagine routinely enrolls more students than the number of people permitted in its buildings under fire safety occupancy codes. Imagine receives a per-student allotment from state education funds of about $8,000, plus another 10 percent or so from federal funds. The more students who can be crammed into buildings, the more revenue Imagine takes in.

The students' — and the public's — first line of defense is supposed to be the non-profit board that holds the actual charter under which the schools operate. But Imagine Schools' management contracts effectively grant it total control, and boards have found it difficult to demand accountability. Conflicts over authority and governance have arisen at Imagine schools in New York, Texas, Nevada, Indiana, Florida and the District of Columbia.

Ms. Crouch also reported on Imagine's unsettling relationship with Samuel Glasser, a local real estate developer and convicted felon. He has been involved in Imagine's convoluted property transactions and renovations at some of its local schools.

Ms. Crouch discovered records for historic renovation tax credits for Imagine buildings that showed thousands of dollars of payments to a New Jersey bank and referencing the name "Sam Howard." A Samuel Howard is an Imagine executive vice president with responsibility for company operations in Missouri, Georgia and the northeast U.S.

Mr. Howard, who lives in New Jersey, told Ms. Crouch that he was unaware of the references and had no idea what they meant. As Ms. Crouch reported on Thursday, Imagine has placed him on administrative leave.

 State development officials gave the material on Glasser and Imagine to the FBI and suspended the tax credits. The FBI declined to comment to Ms. Crouch, so it is not known whether investigators are aware of Glasser's involvement in a failed real estate project in Pittsburgh last year that involved Imagine Schools.

The St. Louis region has had its share of homegrown scam artists who have ripped off schoolchildren and the public. We should support committed innovators and reformers who put children and learning first on their priority list. Imagine must go.
Our Opinion: Generosity abounds in Share the Harvest

Jefferson City News Tribune editorial

Thursday, November 3, 2011

Generosity comes in many forms.

Deer hunting season in Missouri offers an opportunity for sportsmen to share their bounty with needy Missourians.

The program, Share the Harvest, is a partnership among the Conservation Federation, Missouri Department of Conservation, local food banks, meat processors and hunters.

Under the program, venison donated by hunters and processors is given to food banks for distribution to Missouri families in need.

During the 2010 hunting season, approximately 6,100 deer were processed through Share the Harvest, resulting in more than 350,000 pounds of venison for needy families. The number marks a significant increase over the 4,600 deer donated to the program in 2009 and the 4,200 in 2008.

Clearly, participation in the program is growing as awareness increases.

To that end, Gov. Jay Nixon on Tuesday encouraged support for the program. “Food banks and food pantries across Missouri have seen their resources dwindle as the need for their services has increased,” the governor said.

In addition to promoting Share the Harvest, Nixon announced $1 million in funding to feed needy families throughout the state.

A grant from the federal Temporary Assistance for Needy Families program, administered by the state, will go to the Missouri Association of Food Banks. Among the association’s members is the Food Bank of Central and Northeast Missouri, which distributes provisions to area pantries.

The food banks are directed to invest more than $150,000 of the total $1 million to support continued growth of the Share the Harvest program.

We join in supporting and encouraging participation in Share the Harvest.

A hallmark of sportsmanship is respect and fair play.

Share the Harvest exemplifies those virtues in abundance.
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Every 10 years after the U.S. Census, the Missouri Legislature's district boundaries are redrawn to reflect Missouri's shifting and growing population. This year, I was honored to serve as vice-chairman of the Senate Reapportionment Commission, which was tasked with redrawing the state Senate district boundaries. Unfortunately, our bipartisan group of 10 was unable to reach an agreement, so the process has been turned over to a panel of six appellate judges.

Now, these judges are struggling with the same constitutional and statutory requirements that we did. They are taking into account population size, communities of interest and minority interests protected by the Voting Rights Act while attempting to create compact, contiguous districts.

These requirements, which are outlined by the Missouri Constitution and state law, are inherently non-political — they don't rely on voting behavior, they don't divide citizens as Republican or Democrat and they don't specifically favor or oppose incumbents.

But now, two former legislators, Joan Bray and Bob Johnson, are trying to change decades of precedent. They have introduced a proposal, outlined in an Oct. 13 commentary in the Post-Dispatch, that seeks to increase partisan strife in each district under the guise of making each election more competitive.

They claim their goal is to end partisanship in the reapportionment process, but, in fact, their proposal actually would do the opposite, making politics a mandatory part of redistricting. Instead of creating logical boundaries that preserve communities of interest and achieve compact, contiguous districts, their plan seeks to divide Missourians based upon their voting behavior.

Ms. Bray and Mr. Johnson are demanding that non-partisan judges throw out the traditional rules of redistricting and instead focus on packing Republicans and Democrats into the same districts.

Make no mistake about it: Whether you are altering district boundaries to create safe districts or drawing lines to produce competitive districts, it's still gerrymandering — and gerrymandering for any purpose, whether for partisan gain or some extra-constitutional ideal such as "competitiveness," is not desirable.

But Missourians don't need to go to absurd lengths in the redistricting process to ensure fresh faces and new ideas in Jefferson City. In fact, the single greatest assurance of competitiveness already exists in Missouri politics: voter-enacted term limits.

To gauge their effectiveness, you should look no further than Missouri's 24th Senate District, which once was represented by Ms. Bray. Ms. Bray, a Democrat, won her election for state Senate by five points in 2002 after the two-term Republican incumbent was prevented from running again because of term limits.

In 2006, I challenged Ms. Bray, but it turns out that she had become the very kind of entrenched incumbent she now claims to oppose. On Election Day, she defeated me by more than 21 points. Term limits prevented Ms. Bray from running for a third term, opening the door for Republican first-time candidate John Lamping, who now serves as a state Senator in that district.

In the past decade, the 24th District has been represented by three different senators, Republican and Democrat. Prior to term limits, this kind of competitiveness was unheard of.

The bottom line is that the idea that redistricting must be used as a partisan political tool to oust entrenched incumbents doesn't hold water. It is the term limits themselves, not gerrymandered competitive districts, that allow for more competitive races in every district in the state.

The purpose of redistricting should not be to purposely reverse the will of the voters as expressed at the ballot box or to punish political parties for Election Day success. Those responsible for redrawing Missouri's political district boundaries each decade should leave their political agendas at home and instead focus on creating compact and contiguous districts that comply with the law.

John Maupin is an attorney in St. Louis. He served as vice chairman of the Missouri Senate Reapportionment Commission in 2011.

